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HOLLYWOOD CONFIDENTIAL 

We’ve become used in recent years to 
living in a world of information wars 

- of competing facts, online dis- and 
misinformation, social media trolling and 
censorship, and the activities of shadowy 
official influencers like the Government’s 
‘nudge unit’ - so it’s almost a relief to 
turn back the clock to the old-fashioned 
propaganda mills of the Cold War. 

Unsurprisingly, many of the activities 
undertaken by these hidden persuaders 

were shrouded in secrecy — and none 
more so than the work of Lookout 
Mountain Laboratory, gazing down on 
the glitter of Hollywood from its home 

at the top of Laurel Canyon. Officially, 
the Top Secret film studio, run by the 

US military, was producing classified 
information films of thermonuclear tests 
and the escalating conflict in Vietnam; 
but some have suggested that its work 
may have crossed a line from propaganda 
into full-blown psyops, with the facility’s 
location in the middle of LA’s burgeoning 
hippie scene providing it with the perfect 
opportunity to redirect the anti-war 
activities of the counterculture from 
within. Whether or not you buy this 
particular conspiracy theory, Laurel 
Canyon was home to plenty of other 
varieties of weirdness, from Harry 
Houdini’s ghost to Charles Manson’s 
family, and Brian J Robb explores all of it 
in this issue’s cover story. 

Elsewhere, Paul Sieveking trawls news 
clippings from the first half of the 20th 
century in the first of a three-part series, 
turning up sea monsters, electric children 
and Welsh poltergeists, while Helen 
Harrison contemplates the strange death 
of Hannah Twynnoy - the first person 
in Britain to be killed by a tiger - Steve 
Marshall goes in search of the juggling 
Saint Aldhelm, and Ulrich Magin 
closes the case on the mysterious “yeti 
fingernail’. We hope you enjoy the issue. 


ERRATA 

FT413:8: Dan Barrett of Hereford wrote 
in to point out an anomaly in our story 
about Dr Dee’s magic mirror (“The 
Scrying Game”): “I feel I should point 
out that the photograph on page eight of 
your current issue is very definitely not 
of Prof Stuart Campbell! He is a splendid 
chap but doesn’t wear floral shirts and 
sports a beard.” We bow to Dan’s insider 
knowledge, and remain clueless as to who 
is actually shown in the photo. 


FT415:28-29: Katie Stewart of 
Southampton emailed to correct a major 
error in our obituary of Anne Rice, author 
of Interview With The Vampire. “The 
vampire giving the interview was Louis 
(de Pointe du Lac), so all the wonders of 
modern vampirism should be credited to 
him and not to the vampire who created 
him, Lestat. To be fair, Lestat was far 
more charismatic and his solo novel is a 
far superior book, but credit where credit 
is due.” Indeed. 


CAPUCINE DESLOUIS 


JAMIE MOLLART 


RLD 


THE EARTH’S RESOURCES ARE DWINDLING. THE SOLUTION IS THE SLEEP. 


EVERYWHERE, DISSATISFACTION IS GROWING. 


‘THIS IS A FRIGHTENING, THOUGHTFUL 
VISION EXPLORING WHERE POWER 
LIES WHEN EVEN THE ACT OF BEING 
AWAKE IS REVOLUTIONARY’. 


‘A HAUNTING VISION OF THE 
NEAR-FUTURE WITH EXPERT WORLD- 
BUILDING AND RICH COMPLEX 
CHARACTERS, KINGS OF A DEAD 
WORLD KEPT ME GRIPPED FROM 
BEGINNING TO END’. 


ON AMAZON, WATERSTONES AND ALL GOOD 


‘“MOLLART’S INTRIGUING AND 
TIMELY PREMISE IS EXECUTED 
WITH VERVE - KINGS OF A DEAD 
WORLD IS FILMIC IN ITS SCOPE’. 


AVAILABLE NOW 


| WOULD LIKE TO SEE KINGS OF 
A DEAD WORLD MADE INTO A 

CLI-FI’ FILM, MARKETED AS BOTH 
A CAUTIONARY TALE AND SATIRE’. 


‘KINGS OF A DEAD WORLD 
INTRIGUED ME WITH ITS TITLE 

AND HAD ME ON PAGE ONE. 
MOLLART'S DYSTOPIAN VISION IS 
AS DISTURBING AS IT IS BRILLIANT’. 


BOOKSHOPS 


MICHAELA PRITCHARD 


WELSH TRIANGLE REDUX? 


A series of strange events in Pembrokeshire — but were they connected? 


Milford Haven in Pembrokeshire 
seemed to be the focus of ... well, 
something, in late January and 
early February. It kicked off with 
an unnamed 93-year-old woman 
reporting a UFO sighting. She 
said she was walking along 
Robert Street in Milford Haven 
at 11am on 31 January and saw 
something in the sky. “When 
Trealised what it was, I said 
‘Crikey! That’s a UFO,’ I love this 
sort of thing so I knew what it 
was immediately.” She described 
what she saw as round, huge and 
shimmering, and that it dipped 
in and out of the water just off 
Milford Haven, adding, “A cloud- 
like smoke came out of the left 
side of it, then out of the right. 
Then it came out of both sides, 
going about two feet high. Then 
it just shot off into the sky”. 

Next, sometime between the 
end of January and 8 February 
(the Western Telegraph report of 8 
January only gives the date as “a 
few days ago”), Isabella Cooper, 
out for an evening walk with her 
father Justin, took a photograph 
of the Valero Pembroke oil 
refinery from the Milford Haven 
side of the Cleddau Estuary. In 
the photo she captured a blue 
object in the sky above the 
refinery which she believes is 
a UFO. Then, on 4 February, a 
short distance away, between 
Tenby and Saundersfoot, there 
was a mass die-off of starfish 
washed up on the beaches. 
Local nature photographer Giles 
Davies said: “I have never seen 
something like this before. It’s 
really sad to just see that in 
nature, because you’re looking 
at deaths in the thousands of one 
species.” 

Finally, on 10 February, drivers 
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TOP LEFT AND RIGHT: A large number of dead starlings — and one lucky survivor. 
ABOVE: Isabella Cooper's photograph of a strange blue object over the oil refinery. 


travelling between Waterston 
and Hazelbeach, near Milford 
Haven, came across at least 200 
dead starlings lying in the road. 
Tan McCaffrey said: “When I 
left work last night I heard a 
bang and then a load of birds 
landed on my car,” going on 

to differentiate the noise he 
heard from that of a crow-scarer, 
saying: “Every now and again 
you will hear a bang that is 
coming from a crow-scarer that 
farmers use. However, this was 
more like an electrical bang - not 
quite as loud as lightning, but 
similar.” He added: “It’s like 
there were hundreds of birds 

in the sky and all of a sudden 


they just died and fell to the 
ground.” Local resident Claire 
Eaton said she thought that the 
birds had “died on impact” with 
the road, and found one that was 
only stunned, which she took 
home to nurse back to health. 
“About an hour before I was at 
Neyland Marina walking my 

dog and I saw a big flash and I 
didn’t think anything of it,” she 
said. “Maybe something spooked 
them and they flew into the 
pylons.” Pembrokeshire Herald 
editor Tom Sinclair later visited 
the site of the incident and said: 
“Tn the first wave, people told 
me the council collected 10 bin 
bags, and I was there later on so I 


think quite a few hundred, if not 
1,000, have died.” He arrived 

at the site after the council had 
cleared most of the birds from 
the road, but said: “I was there 
at around 11.30pm, they were 
still falling from the sky. It was 
as if they were dead before 
they hit the ground... I got the 
impression they were falling 
from a height.” It was suggested 
that something at the local 
natural gas plant, Dragon LNG, 
could have been responsible, 
but a spokesperson said: “It’s 
in the vicinity, but it’s normal 
operations at Dragon LNG. 
There was nothing different 

at the plant.” An RSPCA 
spokesperson suggested the 
usual explanation for such 
events, that a flock of starlings 
had been scared by a bird of 
prey and crashed into the road 
in panic - but that doesn’t 
account for the continuing fall 
of birds. The council concluded: 
“There is no clear indication 

as to the cause of these deaths. 
We have reported the incident 
to the Animal and Plant Health 
Agency.” 

In 1977, the Milford Haven 
and the surrounding area was 
the focus of what has become 
known the “Welsh Triangle” or 
“Broad Haven Triangle” due 
to a wave of UFO sightings 
there. These included 20 school 
children and an adult having 
an extended sighting of a cigar- 
shaped object hovering over 
their playground and a number 
of sightings of tall silver-suited 
humanoids. Interestingly, in the 
light of the first of the recent 
incidents, there were numerous 
sightings of UFOs diving into or 
emerging from the sea, giving 
rise to speculation that there 
might be an undersea UFO base 
off the Pembrokeshire coast. 
4 Jan, 11+13 
Feb 
8 Feb; 
BBC News, 12 Feb 2022. 
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MUMSNET 


THE MUMSNET GOATMAN 


Something “definitely not human” stalks Northamptonshire at night 


ABOVE LEFT: The witness's sketch of the "large man-goat on hind legs" and one by another Mumsnet poster that was felt by the 
witness to reflect what they had seen. ABOVE RIGHT: A stretch of the A245 between Staverton and Shuckburgh, Northamptonshire. 


In the classic fortean tradition 
of “strange things caught in the 
headlights”, someone going by 
the name of GallopingHighRoad 


posted a message on Mumsnet on 20 


February asking: “What did we see 


last night?” They went on to describe 


driving along an A road in rural 
Northamptonshire at around 2am 
the previous night when something 
crossed the road in front of them, 
illuminated by their full-beam 
headlights for about three seconds. 
They described it as “about the 
height of a person, maybe six feet 
or over, but had short powerful legs 
and hips which seemed to move in 
a circular fluid fashion. It was not a 
deer because it stood on two legs.” 
The witness went on to describe 
the location as being in an area 
with rolling fields and woodland, 
with the nearest buildings being at 
least a mile away. The next day they 
returned to the site and were able 
to give a better description of the 
location, saying “whatever it was 


moved into a wide bowl-shaped field 


dropping down to a stream”, giving 
the more precise location as a layby 
next to fields on the A425 near the 
village of Staverton, close to the 


“The closest we 
can describe 1s a 
large man goat 
on hind legs” 


resonantly named village of 
Shuckburgh. 

In response to speculation 
by other Mumsnet posters, 
GallopingHighRoad said what 
they had seen was definitely not 
human, more a mix of goat and 
deer; other people suggested 
a feral wallaby or a bear, as 
well as more unusual entities, 
which GallopingHighRoad also 
dismissed, saying optimistically, 
“Not a goatman, slenderman, 
sasquatch. These things don’t 
exist.” They elaborated further, 
saying: “Colour - dark brown, 
but always hard to tell in full 
beam. The ‘thin bear’ is best way 
to describe it. Droopy shoulders, 
but wide hips etc at base. But 
obviously not a bear in UK... 
the closest we can describe 


is a large man-goat on hind 
legs, but really stocky ones. 
Obviously not that though,” 
and “gigantic hare is not far 
off... but not at 6ft [1.8m].” 
They went on to post a rough 
sketch of the entity, prompting 
suggestions that it might be a 
badger standing on its hind legs, 
while another poster created 
a sketch from the descriptions 
which GallopingHighRoad felt 
represented the sighting better 
than their own drawing skills 
could, resulting in the inevitable 
Chupacabra (and not entirely 
serious) Predator suggestion. 
Interestingly, one Mumsnet 
poster linked the creature’s 
appearance to the recent 
storms, referencing a June 1986 
encounter in Norfolk when, after 
a period of very stormy weather, 
“a witness saw a large, long- 
haired creature with a light grey 
shaggy coat walking on four legs. 
On a return journey, the same 
witness saw the beast rise up on 
its hind legs like a human, albeit 
a very hairy human around 8ft 
[2.4m] tall.”northantslive.news, 
23 Feb 2022. 


FT'S FAVOURITE HEADLINES 
FROM AROUND THE WORLD 


ACTRESS SUED BY 
FROZEN EMBRYOS 
FOR RIGHT TO LIFE 


D.Telegraph, 8 Dec 2016. 


Disabled woman 
sues doc for 
being born 


Sun, 25 Nov 2021. 


ARRAN MERMAID 

COMPLETES 24- 

HOUR SWIM FOR 
CHARITIES 


Arran Banner, 24 Sept 2021. 


New standards 
for Solar Systems 


(Queensland) Courier Mail, 
25 Feb 2021. 


DOGS AND HORSES 
TO GET PENSIONS 


Morning Star, 29 Mar 2021. 


Mother tries to 
flush monkey 
down lavatory 
after offering it 
cocaine 


DTelegraph, 11 Dec 2021. 
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NON-HOMING PIGEONS 


Over 100 homing pigeons caused 
problems in Florida after the crate 
carrying them fell off a truck, set- 
ting them free. Rather than flying 
off and heading home though, the 


birds sat tight and refused to leave 


the road so the authorities had to 
close Interstate 95 for three hours 
while they were rounded up by 
hand. Metro, 2 July 2021. 


SLEEP THIEF 


In China, a man identified only 

as Huang took advantage of an 
ex-girlfriend’s illness by offering 
to come round and prepare food 
for her. Having given her food and 
medicine that made her drowsy, 
Huang pressed her finger to her 
phone to unlock it and lifted her 
eyelids to activate her Alipay app 
by facial recognition. He then 
changed her password and trans- 
ferred the equivalent of $24,000 
(£17,582) to his own account. 
When the woman recovered and 
noticed the bank transfers, Huang 
was arrested, earning himself a 
hefty fine and three and a half 
years in prison.|huffpost.com, 

17 Dec 2021. 


BIG MOUTH STRIKES 
AGAIN 


Minnesota teenager Isaac 
Johnson, 16, regained his place 

in Guinness World Records 

when his gape was measured at 
Ain (10.16cm). Johnson previ- 
ously held the record with a 3.67in 
(9.32cm) gape in 2019, but lost it 
to a Pennsylvania teenager shortly 
after. “I guess it just grew over 
time as | grew. Maybe doing it, 
opening my mouth, stretches it 
out. Maybe that helped, too. I’m 
very lucky to just have a naturally 
big mouth,” he said. [UPI] 15 Dec 
2021. 
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ANIMALS GO BAD | 


Monkey revenge, otter attack and 
Welsh squirrel's reign of terror 


XINHUA / ALAMY STOCK PHOTO 


ABOVE: Otters in Singapore Botanic Gardens, where a group of 20 of them “went crazy” and attacked Graham Spencer. 
BELOW: One of the Majalgaon monkeys makes off with a puppy as part of a revenge campaign against local dogs 


CHIMPS VS GORILLAS 
In the forests of Central Africa, 
our closest relatives, chimps 
and gorillas, appear to have 
lived in harmony for millennia; 
now, though, something appears 
to be going badly wrong. In 
February 2019, researchers 
from Osnabriick University 
and the Max Planck Institute 
for Evolutionary Anthropology 
in Germany were observing 
primates in Gabon’s Loango 
National Park when they 
saw more than two dozen 
chimpanzees carry out an 
unprovoked attack on a group 
of five western lowland gorillas 
that lasted almost an hour and 
resulted in an infant gorilla 
being captured and beaten to 
death by the chimps. While 
gorillas are much larger than 
chimps, they are generally 
placid by nature, and live in 
small family groups; chimps, 
while smaller, are much more 
aggressive, with groups 
frequently coming to blows 
over food or territory. They 
also live in larger groups, often 
consisting of 20 or more apes, 
so in a conflict, chimps have the 
advantage. This attack was the 
first seen by chimps on gorillas, 
although they frequently kill 
and eat monkeys. Normally 


Monkevys killed at 
least 250 dogsina 
sustained revenge 
campaign 


the two primates co-exist in 
the forests and when they do 
interact, it is peaceful, with 
members of the two species 
sometimes foraging, and 
occasionally playing, together, 
so this conflict could have been 
seen as a one-off had it not 
been repeated later in the year. 
In December 2019, a second 
round of hostilities took place, 
pitting 27 chimps against seven 


gorillas in a battle that lasted 
79 minutes and resulted in the 
death of another gorilla infant. 
It remains unclear, though, 
whether the same group of 
chimps were involved in both 
attacks. Researchers fear that 
this behaviour may reflect a 
new power balance between 

the species resulting from a 
decrease in fruit availability 

in Loango because of climate 
change and could be the start of 
a sustained chimp-gorilla war. 
discovermagazine.com,|7 Dec 2021. 


MONKEYS VS DOGS 

In the villages of Majalgaon 
and nearby Lavul in India, a 
pair of monkeys carried out a 
reign of terror against the local 


dog population. According to 
reports, this began when a pack 
of dogs attacked and killed an 
infant monkey in Majalgaon 
and the monkeys responded 

by grabbing dogs, particularly 
puppies, and dragging them up 
trees or to the top of buildings 
and throwing them to their 
deaths. Residents of the area say 
that monkeys killed at least 250 
dogs in this way in a sustained 
revenge campaign lasting over a 
month, leaving hardly any dogs 
alive in either village. Locals 
tried to protect the dogs, but 
the monkeys turned on them as 
well and are said to have started 
attacking children, on one 
occasion dragging an eight-year- 
old away until people scared 
them off by hurling stones. 
Villagers called in the Forestry 
Department, but the monkeys 
evaded capture for some time 

to continue their assaults until 
they were eventually caught and 
released in the forest away from 
Dec; 21 Dec 


2021. 


OTTERS VS HUMANS 

Otters in Singapore seem to be 
following the example of their 
Canadian cousins (FT412:21) 
and turning on humans. 
Graham Spencer was walking in 
Singapore Botanic Gardens at 
dawn on 30 November when 20 
otters started crossing the path 
in front of him, just as a jogger 
ran in the other direction. He 
ran straight through the group, 
treading on some of the otters. 
While the runner swiftly passed 
by, the otters “went crazy” and 
attacked Spencer, biting his 
ankles and causing him to fall 
to the ground, where they went 
on to bite his legs and buttocks 
as well as his finger as he put 
his hand up to shield his face. 
“T thought I was going to die,” 
he said. A friend walking with 
him drove the otters off, but 
they pursued the pair as they 
made for a visitor centre to seek 
help. In all, Spencer received 

26 wounds, some of which 
needed stitches, and he had 

to be given a tetanus injection 
and antibiotics. Singapore has 

a population of around 150 
otters, which is rapidly growing, 
and while they are usually 
unperturbed by humans, they 
have caused problems by eating 


valuable koi carp and learning 
to climb ladders. BBC News, 10 
Dec 2021. 


POSSUM VS STUDENT 

While unpacking her car in 
Dunedin, New Zealand, a 
University of Otago postgrad 
felt something run up her 

leg. Thinking it was a cat, she 
pulled it off, but found it was 

a young possum. Despite her 
removing the creature, she 

said it “kept charging on me”, 

so she retreated indoors, but 
every time the possum saw her 
through the glass doors, it ran 

at them. After animal control 
declined to help, she called 
police, saying: “I’m being held 
hostage by a possum.” They 

sent an officer, but as soon as he 
arrived the possum climbed on 
him as well. After dazzling the 
animal with his torch, the officer 
trapped it in a box and took it to 
be released into the wild 
away from human 
habitation [stuff] 
[co.nz,]15 Nov 2021. 


SQUIRREL VS 
WALES 

A grey squirrel 
carried out a two- 
day reign of terror 
in the Welsh village 
of Buckley in December. 

The squirrel, nicknamed 
“Stripe” after the malevolent 
character in the film Gremlins, 
had befriended local Corrine 
Reynolds, who had been feeding 
it in her garden, but then lived 
up to its name by going ona 
rampage that left some villagers 
afraid to leave their homes. 
Over two days, Stripe bit 18 
residents, some of whom posted 
gory images of the bites and 


ABOVE: Stripe the squirrel, whose two-day rampage in the Welsh village of Buckley saw 


scratches he inflicted on social 
media. He was also accused 

of biting dogs and cats and 
chasing people down country 
roads. Buckley resident Scott 
Felton, 34, said: “I was just 
having a fag by my back door 
and it jumped on me. I thought 
it wanted feeding but it bit me 
before I even had a chance.” Ms 
Reynolds eventually captured 
the crazed squirrel in a humane 
trap and called the RSPCA, who 
put the animal down. “T still 
think he had underlying issues 
like a tumour or growth because 
to change like that in a matter of 
days was not normal,” she said. 


[standard.co.uk,]29 Dec 2021. 
ANIMALS VS ENGLAND 


During recent lockdowns, people 
in England found all kinds of 
ways of amusing themselves, 
many of which resulted in 
injuries that required hospital 
treatment. A considerable 
number injured 
themselves with 
power or hand 
tools, and 5,300 
were injured 
on playground 
equipment, 
including eight 
people over 90, but 
a noticeable trend 
was injuries resulting 
from unfortunate encounters 
with new pets acquired during 
lockdown. 7,386 people were 
bitten or struck by a dog, 47 
went to hospital with rat bites, 
60 people were admitted after 
contact with a venomous spider 
and in one case a 90-year-old 
woman was hospitalised after 
being bitten by a crocodile or 
alligator. mylondon.news, 3 Jan 
2022. 


him attacking pets and leaving some residents with painful bite and scratches. 


SIDELINES... 


WEIRD WALKIES 


Herefordshire police have ap- 
pealed for information after a man 
was twice seen in the village of 
Weston-under-Penyard taking a 
black Labrador for a walk while 
wearing nothing from the waist 
down. Described by police as be- 
ing white, in his late 5Os, with grey 
hair, a beard and wearing dark- 
rimmed glasses, several people 
saw the man and his dog in the 
village on two separate occasions 
at around 8am, but so far it has 
not proved possible to identify 


him.|gloucestershirelive.co.uk,| 16 
Dec 2021. 


TRAPPED BY LADDER 


While decorating his bathroom, 

a man in his 60s, from Mattain- 
court near Epinal, eastern France, 
slipped and got his head stuck 
between rungs in his stepladder. 
Medics were called when he was 
discovered by his sister five days 
later. His head swelled during 

his ordeal and he was unable to 
reach his phone. He was severely 
dehydrated. BBC News, 26 Aug 
2019. 


DOH! 


McRoberts Williams, 44, was ar- 
rested for robbing the Wells Fargo 
bank in Wilmington, Delaware, 
because, after, successfully get- 
ting the cashier to hand over an 
undisclosed amount of money, 
he paused to try and deposit his 
swag into his bank account using 
the cash machine outside. This 
gave police time to arrive, and 
they arrested him after a brief 
pursuit [abewashington.com] 

14 Dec 2021. 


TREASURE HUNT FAIL 


When Mark Lantis headed out 
into the wilderness in Yellowstone 
National Park in Wyoming without 
supplies or survival kit, he was 
hoping to cash in by finding the 
$2 million treasure hidden by 
eccentric millionaire Forrest Fenn 
(see FT395:10, 398:23, 399:28). 
Within hours he was cold, wet, 
and lost in the dark, so instead of 
cashing in he earned a conviction 
for reckless disorderly conduct 
and had to pay $2,880 to the 
Parks Service for the cost of his 
rescue. Impressively, he said: “I 
don’t believe at any point | made a 
bad decision.” <i>, 12 Nov 2021. 
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DOUBLE YOUR MONEY 


Scotty Thomas, 49, from Fayette- 
ville, North Carolina, could not re- 
member whether he had bought his 
regular lottery ticket, so he bought 
a second identical one just in case. 
As a result, he now receives two 
payouts of $25,000 a year for life 
as that proved to be the week his 
numbers hit the jackpot. D.Star, 14 
Dec 2021. 


GLOBETROTTING BALL 


A basketball washed up on a Heb- 
ridean beach was found to be cov- 
ered in over 200 goose barnacles. 
These only grow in warm water, so it 
is suspected that currents had car- 
ried the ball all the way from Florida 
on a journey that is likely to have 
taken at least 18 months. Metro, 9 
Nov 2021. 


ENFORCED SADNESS 


To mark the 10" anniversary of the 
death of North Korea’s last leader, 
Kim Jong-ll, on 17 December 2021, 
his son Kim Jong-un declared an 
11-day period of mourning during 
which all North Koreans were 
banned from laughing or drinking 
alcohol, and on the 17" itself they 
were also banned from shopping 
for any kind of groceries. 
theguardian.com,|21 Dec 2021. 


PONG BRAIN 


For some years now, researchers 
have been able to grow brain cells 
in dishes and get them to form 
“mini-brains” known as organoids 
for research purposes. Now, scien- 
tists have succeeded in teaching 
brain organoids to play the video 
game Pong by responding to pulses 
of electricity, and to learn more 
quickly than the fastest Al can. “We 
think it’s fair to call them cyborg 
brains,” says Brett Kagan of Cortical 
Labs, where the research was car- 
ried out.|[newscientist.com, 

17 Dec 2021. 
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HERMIT NEWS 


Living the solitary life isn't easy in the 
21st century, as these stories show 


ABOVE: David Lidstone, an 81-year-old hermit known as “River Dave”, sits by the Merrimack River in Boscawen, New Hampshire. 
BELOW: Sister Irene Gibson and Sister Anne Marie Loeman, whose hermitage in County Cork fell foul of planning laws. 


The last year has been hard on 
hermits, even though they would 
seem better equipped than most 
people to deal with isolation, 
social distancing and lockdowns. 


RIVER DAVE 

In summer 2021, after 30 years 
of living alone in a remote part 
of the New Hampshire woods, 
David Lidstone, 81, known 
locally as “River Dave”, was 
evicted from his hut and jailed 
for squatting in a dispute with 
the land’s owner. Lidstone, 

a former logger who lived 
self-sufficiently, chopping his 
own firewood, hunting, and 
growing his own vegetables 
maintained that he had a verbal 
agreement with the owner’s 
father, now dead, that entitled 
him to live there, but the owner 
begged to differ and wanted 
him out. A local celebrity, he 
was well-known to boaters 

on the Merrimack River and 
over $200,000 was donated 

by well-wishers to help him 
start a new life. While his case 
was being heard, his self-built 
cabin “mysteriously” burned 
down, but he still returned to 
set up a makeshift home ina 
surviving shed, earning him 
another arrest for trespassing, 
with a hearing due in March. 
His supporters hope to use the 


money raised to buy him some 
remote land where he can live 
legally and return to his hermit 
ways. “He loves to be in nature... 
We are still planning to build or 
purchase a home in the spring,” 
said Jodie Gedeon, a kayaker 
who has known Lidstone for 
years. [AP] 4 Jan 2022. 


NUNS ON THE RUN 

In Ireland, it was hermit nuns 
who fell foul of the law. Sister 
Irene Gibson and Sister Anne 
Marie Loeman, who claimed 
to be Carmelite Nuns of the 
Holy Face of Jesus, set up what 
they described as a hermitage 
on land near Leap in County 
Cork in 2016. They constructed 
several huts, brought in a red 
shipping container, put up 
fences, all without planning 
permission, and lived in 


seclusion there, praying and 
rarely appearing in public 
without heavily veiled faces. In 
June 2021, they were prosecuted 
for planning breaches and while 
they had agreed to leave the 
site, they had failed to return 

it to its former condition as 
required and were fined over 
£800. The judge said the nuns 
should consider relocating 

to a less expensive area “like 
Leitrim or Mayo”. In response 
to the fine and to meet the cost 
of relocation the two nuns put 
out a request for funds, saying 
the council’s action was “the 
malicious work of Satan” and 
raised over £41,000. However, 
the Carmelites say that the nuns 
are not part of the order, nor 
indeed of the Catholic Church. A 
spokesperson for Bishop of Cork 
and Ross said the nuns were 
schismatics who “attribute their 
allegiance to an organisation 
which was established in 

Spain in the 1970s and which 

is referred to as the Palmarian 
Church” (see FT30:32-36). They 
are now said to be setting up 

a new retreat in an existing 
property which does not require 
any planning permission and 
where they are repairing the 
roof and ensuring water supply. 
irishexaminer.com,|22 Jun 2021; 
southernstar.ie, 14 Nov 2021. 
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CRUSOE RETIRES 

Also getting evicted from his 
hermetic existence in 2021 was 
Mauro Morandi, 81, known as 
Italy’s Robinson Crusoe, having 
spent 32 years alone on Budelli, 
an island off the coast of 
Sardinia (see FT397:12, 409:26). 
He arrived in 1989 while sailing 
from Italy to Polynesia and 

was instantly taken with the 
place, staying on to become 

its caretaker. He remained in 
post until 2015, when Budelli 
became part of La Maddalena 
National Park. After that, he 
spent years at loggerheads 

with officials trying to evict 
him, saying they intended to 
“intervene against all illegal 
constructions inside the park”, 
including Mauro’s hut, with 
park President Fabrizio Fonnesu 
disingenuously adding, “Nobody 
wants to chase him away, but 
what title does he have to stay 
since the island is no longer 
private?” A petition calling on 
the Italian government to allow 
him to stay attracted 70,000 
signatures, but in April 2021, 

he finally threw in the towel, 
moving to a small flat on the 
nearby island of La Maddalena, 
bought with his pension from his 
former life as a teacher, saying, 
“My life won’t change too much. 
T’ll still see the sea.” In this case, 
the story has a happy ending; 

a few months later Morandi 
said: “I’m happy and I have 
rediscovered the pleasure of 
living the good life and enjoying 
everyday comforts.” BBC News, 
26 Aprfedition.cnn.com]30 Apr, 
25 Sept 2021. 


OH LUCKY MAN 
Another happily rehomed 
hermit is Oh Go Seng, whose 
story went viral in Singapore 
when it was discovered that he 
had been living unnoticed in one 
of the country’s forests for more 
than 30 years - quite a feat as 
Singapore is one of the world’s 
most urbanised countries with 
hardly any natural landscape 
remaining. His reclusive 
life became public after 
officials stopped him 
selling vegetables 
and chilies he 

had grown at 

the roadside 
because he was 
trading without a 
licence; a passing charity 
worker filmed the 


meHERMIT 
or TREIG 


ABOVE: Ken Smith is now the subject of a documentary. BELOW: Mauro Morandi. 


He had been 
living unnoticed 
in the forest for 
over 30 years 


confrontation and posted it on 
Facebook as she felt “angry” on 
his behalf. This brought Oh to 
the attention of MP Liang Eng 
Hwa, who discovered that he 
had been living unnoticed in 
the forest since his village had 
been demolished to make way 
for high-rise buildings in the 
1980s; while most residents got 
government accommodation, 
Oh somehow slipped through 
the net. After a period living 
with his brother’s family, he 
retired to the forest near where 
he had lived and built a shelter 
of wood, bamboo and tarpaulin 
and planted a garden to grow his 
own food. He was not a complete 
recluse, though, taking odd jobs 
when he could and striking up 
a relationship with a woman 
on a neighbouring island, with 
whom he went on to havea 
daughter. However, he remained 
evasive about where he lived, 
saying it was “in a garden”, and 
always returned home to his 
hut after visiting them. With 
Liang’s help, Oh has now been 
provided with a flat that he 
shares with another 
man, and has a driving 
job, although he keeps 
his forest garden and 
returns daily before 
work to look after 
it. He is apparently 
enjoying his return to 
civilisation, 


particularly having hot water 
to wash in, as well as other mod 
cons. “It was wonderful. I got 

to watch television for the first 
time in more than 30 years,” he 
said; although, speaking of his 
time in the forest, he added, “I 
lived there for so many years, so 
yes naturally I do miss it.” BBC 
News, 20 Feb 2022. 


THE HERMIT OF TREIG 

In contrast, lots of people are 
making considerable efforts 

to help Ken Smith continue to 
live as a hermit in the Scottish 
Highlands. Smith, 74, has lived 
in a hand-built log cabin next to 
Loch Treig, two hours walk from 
the nearest road, for 40 years, 
foraging, fishing and collecting 
his own firewood. Friends, 
concerned about his age, 
provided him with a GPS locator 
beacon, which saved his life just 
a few days later when he had 

a stroke while out in the snow 
-it enabled him to be airlifted 
to hospital, where he stayed 

for several weeks recovering. 
Medics wanted him to move into 
sheltered accommodation, but 
instead he returned to his cabin. 
However, he has accepted help 
from the head stalker of the 
estate, who now brings Ken food 
every couple of weeks, paid for 
from his pension. Even a second 
hospital airlift after a pile of logs 
fell on him did not deter Ken, 
who said: “We weren’t put on 
Earth forever. Pll stop here until 
my final days come. Definitely 
something will happen to me 
that will take me away one day, 
as it does for everybody else. But 
Tm hoping I'll get to 102.” BBC 
News, 8 Nov 2021. For a vintage 
hermit tale, turn to[p77] 


TANK FAIL 


Army veterans Andy Langdon 

and Mark Fearn decided to mark 
Remembrance Sunday 2021 by hir- 
ing a Scimitar tank and driving it to 
the war memorial in the village of 
Bollington, Cheshire, waving to vil- 
lagers as they passed. When they 
left it for the one-minute silence, 
however, they forgot to put the 
handbrake on and it rolled into the 
memorial garden’s gate, demolish- 
ing it. The Royal British Legion who 
ran the event said: “We were not 
aware that his vehicle would be 
used, and it is entirely inappropri- 
ate.” The men paid for repairs and 
made a donation to the Legion. 
Metro, 16 Nov 2021. 


THIS CHARMING MAN 


Cambridgeshire police flagged 
down a car on the M11 aftera 
concerned motorist noticed that 

it contained a roll of carpet with a 
pair of feet sticking out. Instead of 
a body, though, they found a man- 
nequin of Prince Charming en route 
to a themed birthday party. Police 
said: “Advice was given to the 
driver to avoid such circumstances 
occurring again.” BBC News, 17 
Jan 2021. 


TASTEFUL TELLY 


Homei Miyashita, an associate pro- 
fessor at Meiji University in Japan, 
has created a TV with a screen 

that viewers can taste. His device 
uses a combination of 10 flavours 
that can be combined to simulate 
the taste of foods shown on the 

TV. These are deposited on a thin 
film that slides across the screen, 
allowing viewers to lick it and adda 
taste dimension to their viewing. He 
believes it could give people unable 
or unwilling to travel the ability to 
sample flavours from around the 
world. [UPI] 23 Dec 2021. 


LOST AFOOT? 


Two years after a severed foot 

was found on a footpath in New 
Waltham, near Grimsby, police have 
issued an appeal for any woman 
missing one to come forward. 
Attempts to identify its owner by 
combing NHS records, checking 
databases across Europe and 
using forensic DNA analysis have 
all drawn a blank. Police know that 
the foot comes from a woman 

aged over 16 who is around 5ft 2in 
(157cm) tall. They are hoping that 
someone who has had their foot 
amputated privately since 2014 will 
be able to solve the mystery. D.Mail 
15 July 2021. 
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STRANGE DAYS 


SIDELINES... 


GLIDER SURPRISE 


John Zou, 27, was asleep in his sixth 
floor flat in Leather Lane, central 
London, when an unidentified crea- 
ture flew in through an open window 
and woke him. It then bit him as he 
tried to catch it to work out what 

it was. It turned out to be a sugar 
glider, a variety of Australian possum 
that can glide distances of almost 
50m (164ft), but how it ended up in 
London remains a mystery. Camden 
New Journal, 13 Jan 2022. 


FLORIDA MAN 


Police were called to homes in 
DeSoto County, Florida, after resi- 
dents reported a man riding a utility 
vehicle across their properties. They 
eventually caught up with him after 
he stopped and asked a homeowner 
if he could use one of their plugs to 
recharge his ankle tag. On arresting 
him, police found that Joshua Crider 
was meant to be under house arrest 
for previous crimes and had also 
stolen the vehicle, adding several 
new charges to his already impres- 


sive criminal record.|winknews.com, 


12 Jan 2022. 


SOAP SHOCK 


When Simranpal Singh from Chan- 
digarh, India, opened the package 
he thought would contain the £500 
iPhone that he had bought online, he 
was nonplussed to find he had been 
sent two pieces of soap instead. 
D.Star, 24 Oct 2021. 


CHRISTMAS BOX 


After repeatedly hearing that chil- 
dren often preferred playing with the 
box rather than the toy, toy website 
BargainMax came up with a novel 
product for Christmas 2021. Box 
Clever, which costs one penny and 
is delivered free, is simply a box. 
The website says: “Box Clever will 
provide hours of fun for your child 
and with the added bonus of saving 
you a small fortune.” D.Mirror, 15 
Oct 2021. 
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GROUNDHOG DAY 


Scandals, fatalities and 
Establishment cover-ups... 


< 


ABOVE: Wiarton Willie is now commemorated by a statue, but his sudden death and replacement by an imposter at his funeral 
(below) stunned the community. BELOW RIGHT: Mayor Bill de Blasio, moments before he dropped Staten Island Chuck. 


The film Groundhog Day 

made a star of the groundhog 
Punxsutawney Phil and 
highlighted the American 
tradition of Groundhog Day, 
where it is believed that if a 
groundhog emerges from its 
burrow on 2 February and sees 
its shadow, winter will go on for 
six more weeks, and if it does 
not see its shadow, spring will 
arrive early. 

In fact, the tradition is 
widespread in the eastern US 
and Canada, and there are 
many celebrity groundhogs 
that are relied on to predict 
the arrival of spring, including 
Shubenacadie Sam, Dunkirk 
Dave, Staten Island Chuck and 
Buckeye Chuck. These are kept 
throughout the year and every 
2 February are ceremonially 
held up in the open air, often by 
a local dignitary or celebrity, to 
divine whether they produce 
a shadow or not. However, the 
ceremonies are not without 
drama and controversy. In 2014 
New York Mayor Bill de Blasio 
dropped Staten Island Chuck 
during the ceremony, and the 
unfortunate groundhog later 
died of internal injuries. This 
year, the death of Milltown Mel, 
of Milltown, New Jersey, just 
before his big day, was taken 
by some as a bad omen for the 
future. 

Groundhogs live for three 
to four years in the wild, but 
can live for more than 20 in 


captivity, and various weather 
groundhogs have lived toa 
venerable age. The original 
Wiarton Willie, an albino 
groundhog who provided 
weather services to Wiarton in 
Canada, lived to be 22. He was 
found dead only days before the 
1999 ceremony and given a civic 
funeral, shocking many local 
children who didn’t realise he’d 
died. Further scandal followed 
when it was discovered the 
groundhog in the open coffin 
was a taxidermied imposter. His 
keeper, Sam Brouwer, told the 
press at the time: “The smell 
was something you wouldn’t 
have wanted to be near. It would 
have been a closed-casket 
funeral.” This year Wiarton 
Willie has once again been 

the subject of scandal - it was 
found that his latest incarnation 
had actually died some time 
before last year’s ceremony and 
his death had been covered 


up by city officials; the 2021 
ceremony was streamed rather 
than live, due to Covid, without 
Willie making an in-person 
appearance. Mayor Janice 
Jackson made the prediction 
by tossing her hat in the air, 


without revealing Willie’s death. 


“T didn’t want our community 
to be stunned on the day,” said 
Jackson. “With Punxsutawney 
Phil and Shubenacadie Sam, I 
wouldn’t be surprised if they 
had a different groundhog 
every year — people don’t really 
notice the difference,” she 
added. It was harder to get a 
replacement Willie in winter as 
he has always been an albino 
and all the groundhogs were 
hibernating. This year, the city 
streamed the ceremony again, 
but with a new Willie -a brown 
one this time - making an 
appearance[cp24.com]24 Nov 


2021 theguardian.com,|2 Feb 
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ABOVE LEFT: Artist’s impression of a pterosaur in flight. ABOVE RIGHT: The exposed Rutland Water ichthyosaur fossil compared with a human figure. 


THERE BE DRAGONS... 
ONCE UPON A TIME 
Yes, and a long-ago time it was, as shown 
by two recent, remarkable fossil discoveries 
in Britain. One is the giant creature, 
nicknamed the ‘sea dragon’ on account of 
its exceptionally large teeth and eyes, found 
in February 2021 embedded in the rocks 
beneath Rutland Water (England’s largest 
reservoir). As noted in the previous column 
(FT416:13), it is the largest complete fossil 
skeleton ever found in Britain and is of an 
ichthyosaur. It is over 10m (33ft) long — and 
just how long that is shown by contrast to a 
human figure in the photograph. Apparently, it 
would have looked vaguely like a dolphin. 
The other major fossil find in Britain — on 
Scotland’s Isle of Skye, in fact — was publicly 
announced in February 2022. This time it was 
of a new species of pterodactyl, now properly 
termed pterosaurs, the first vertebrates to 
develop the ability to fly, of which there were 
eventually over 100 species. Some could 
be the size of fighter jets, and when using 
their wings could travel at around 80mph 
(129km/h) or glide at over GOmph (96km/h). 
This fossilised example was a youngster but 
would have grown into the “world’s largest 
Jurassic pterosaur” that palzeontologists 
currently know of. It had a wingspan of about 
2.5m (8ft), larger than experts had thought 
for that time. Because they had very thin, 
lightweight bones it is rare for pterosaurs to 
fossilise, so this find was very important. It 
was sufficiently complete that its skull could 
be scanned, showing it to have had large 
eyeballs, so keen eyesight, and large, sharp 
teeth. Overall, not a creature to argue with. 
The first pterosaur fossil discovery in the 
UK was made by Mary Anning in 1828 and 
was nicknamed a “flying dragon”. This latest 
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find was made by Amelia Penny in 2017. 

It has been named Dearc sgiathanach, 
meaning both ‘winged reptile’ and ‘reptile 
from Skye’ in Scottish Gaelic. Guardian, 22 
Feb 2022. 


HOW NICE OF THE LICE 

Scientific discoveries can be made in unlikely 
places. In this instance, it is in the excreted 
cement that glues head lice to strands of 
hair. It turns out that the cement is excellent 
at preserving DNA for thousands of years, 
longer than from many other DNA sources, 
and without causing archzeological damage 
or ethical controversy. The researchers were 
studying c.2,000-year-old mummies from 

the Argentinian Andes when they made their 
unexpected DNA finding. The lice cement in 
the mummified people’s hair showed that 
they came from far-away Amazonia. It is now 
felt that studying head lice — and lice on 
clothing — in museum samples will enable 
migratory patterns of ancient populations 

to be plotted. Moreover, it was found that 
lice cement can also encapsulate bacteria, 
including Merkel cell Polyomavirus, which can 
cause skin cancer, so studying it could aid in 
tracing how the cancer spreads. Smithsonian 
Magazine, 28 Dec 2021. 


WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

A limestone tablet dating to 1250 BC in 

the British Museum is an Ancient Egyptian 
attendance record (an ‘ostracon’) of 40 
employees. Written in New Egyptian hieratic 
script, it meticulously lists reasons that were 
given for absence. Two particularly odd ones 
to modern eyes that were valid in Ancient 
Egypt were: domestic helping out by men 
with menstruating wives, and... brewing beer! 
My Modern Met, 15 Feb 2022. 


A COMETARY AIRBURST? 

The Hopewell Culture (c.150 BC — c.AD 500) 
was an American Indian federation of tribes 
that shared a shamanic-based religion. 

Its heartland was the Middle Ohio Valley 
and parts of Illinois, but it had extensive 
trade links and exchange networks over the 
eastern part of what is today’s USA. The 
culture was notable for creating intricate 
metal and mica jewellery and artwork 

and, particularly, geometric earthworks 

of great precision covering several acres. 
Now, a team of archaeological researchers 
examining 11 Hopewell sites think they 
have found indications of an ‘airburst’ 
caused by the passage of a near-Earth 
comet glancing over the region, producing 

a shockwave and raining down its meteoric 
debris. Such a catastrophic event may have 
helped trigger the eventual and otherwise 
unexplained decline of the culture. Similar 
cosmic encounters at other times are known 
of elsewhere in the archaeological record, 
and between AD 220 and 589, Chinese 
astronomers documented 69 near-Earth 
comets. 

The Hopewell evidence is multi-faceted, 
but primarily in noteworthy concentrations of 
iridium and platinum in the soils across the 
investigated sites. This is often indicative of 
meteoric material, some of which was even 
incorporated into Hopewell artefacts. Further, 
a charcoal layer in the sediment suggests a 
period of intense heat. Carbon-dating yields a 
period between AD252-383 for the Hopewell 
event. There also seem to be various tribal 
folk memories of an ancient catastrophe. 
The researchers suggest the event was 
memorialised by the Hopewell in the comet- 
shaped part of the Milford Earthwork (see 


: (B27). Sciencedlert, 3 Feb 2021. 
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DID EDWARD V SURVIVE? 


Richard II, the last Yorkist king, 
was accused by Thomas More 

of ordering the death of his 
nephews, 12-year-old Edward 

V and Richard of Shrewsbury, 
nine, in the Tower of London 

in August 1483 - an accusation 
immortalised by Shakespeare. 
There have always been sceptics. 
For instance, in 1768 Horace 
Walpole published a book 
entitled Historic Doubts on the 
Life and Reign of King Richard the 
Third. Edward’s reign lasted from 
the death of his father Edward 
IV in April 1483 until 26 June, 
when his uncle Richard declared 
the marriage of his parents 
invalid. A pair of skeletons found 
in the Tower in 1674 were said to 
be those of the missing princes 
and interred in Westminster 
Abbey, but their identity was not 
proven. These bones were re- 
examined in 1933, at which time 
it was discovered the skeletons 
were incomplete and had been 
interred with animal bones. 
Permission for a subsequent 
examination has been refused. 
In 1789, workmen carrying out 
repairs in St George’s Chapel, 
Windsor Castle, rediscovered 
and accidentally broke into the 
vault of Edward IV and Elizabeth 
Woodville (the parents of the 
missing princes). Adjoining 

this was another vault, which 
was found to contain the coffins 
of two children. This tomb was 
inscribed with the names of two 
of Edward IV’s children who had 
predeceased him: George, Duke 
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of Bedford, and Mary. However, 
the remains of these two children 
were later found elsewhere in 
the chapel, leaving the occupants 
of the children’s coffins within 
the tomb unknown. 

Now the Missing Princes 
Project, including researchers 
John Dike and Philippa Langley, 
has highlighted evidence that 
Edward V survived and lived 
under a pseudonym in an 
obscure Devon village. (Langley, 
long a devotee of Richard III, 
helped find his bones under a 
Leicester car park in 2012; see 
FT299:4-5). The researchers 


suspect Edward was ‘John 
Evans’, Lord of the Manor in 
Coldridge, Devon, who in 1511 
built a chantry at the village 
church, St Matthew’s. The church 
has carvings of symbols from 
Edward’s Royal House of York 
and an effigy of Evans gazing at 
a stained glass window depicting 
Edward V. The researchers 
maintain that the two youths are 
one and the same: the effigies 

of both look similar. The window 
depicts Edward beneath a giant 
crown, lined with ermine bearing 
pictures of 41 tiny deer. At the 
date the window was installed, 
Edward would have been 41 
years old, and ‘John Evans’ was 
‘parker’ (steward) of the deer 
park behind the church, which 
held 130 deer. The window also 
contains a small depiction said 
to be Evans himself, wearing 

an ermine jacket and carrying 

a crown, both of which were 
reserved quite specifically for 
royalty. This image and the effigy 
on the tomb of Evans both have a 
scar on the chin. 

On the tomb (which lies 
empty), Evans’s name is 
misspelled “EVAS”. It is 
suggested EV stands for Edward 
V, while AS refers to “asa”, Latin 
for “in sanctuary”. Just beneath 
it, someone has carved the word 
‘king’ (though it appears upside 
down compared to the name on 
the tomb) - which speaks for 
itself as a clue. Actually, this 
theory isn’t new: in 1920 local 
historian Beatrix Cresswell 


An obscure village church in Devon may hold 
clues to the fate of the Princes in the Tower 


LEFT: The stone effigy of John Evans’ in 
Coldridge Church — was he Edward V? 
BELOW LEFT: The stained glass window 
depicting Edward. BELOW: The window 
also contains a mysterious face thought 
to show Evans himself; like the effigy, it 
bears a scar on the chin 


surveyed the churches of Devon 
and noted how unusual it was 
for the tomb of John Evans to be 
so steeped in Yorkist imagery. 
It is certainly strange to finda 
stained glass image of Edward V 
in a rural church in Devon. There 
are only two other depictions 
of Edward in stained glass: one 
in Canterbury Cathedral and 
another in Little Malvern Priory 
(a former Benedictine abbey). 
In March 1484, Elizabeth 
Woodville, mother of the two 
princes, left Westminster with 
her daughters after reaching 
a deal with Richard III. She 
then wrote to her exiled rebel 
son, Thomas Grey, Marquis of 
Dorset (1455-1501), telling him 
to come home from Brittany as 
Richard agreed to pardon him. 
On 3 March, documents show 
that Richard sent a follower 
on a mission from Yorkshire 
to Coldridge, which sat within 
Grey’s seized lands. Soon after 
this event, ‘John Evans’ suddenly 
appeared in the village, and was 
given the title Lord of the Manor. 
No record of his life before this 
has been found. In 1483, Henry 
VII - who defeated Richard III 
at Bosworh Field in 1485 and 
founded the Tudor dynasty - 
married Elizabeth (1466-1503), 
elder sister of the missing 
princes. But what about Edward’s 
younger brother Richard? Was 
he too concealed under another 
name?[thehistoricalnovel.com 
[dailymail.co.ukJ29 Dec; D.Mirror, 
D.Express, 30 Dec 2021. 
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BEN SHREAD / CABINET OFFICE 


CLASSICAL CORNER 


FORTEANA FROM THE ANCIENT WORLD COMPILED BY BARRY BALDWIN 


(Or more than I have space for, see 
OAW Dilke, ‘The Literary Output of 
the Roman Emperors’, Greece & Rome 
4 (1957), 78-97; H Bardon, La literature 
latin inconnue, vol.2, Paris, 1956.) 
When not slagging Boris off for his 
cakes and ale, many, especially snotty 
academics, have taken to mocking his 
frequent Greek and Latin quotations, 
variously accusing him of showing off 
to impress the great unwashed and of 
frequently getting them wrong. 
Whatever you may otherwise think 
of Boris, there can be no denying 
his classical accomplishments: 
his prize-winning Greek verses at 
Eton, reading Classics at Oxford, 
writing an excellent history of 
Rome, and holding his own against 
the formidable Mary Beard in their 
famous public debate some years ago 
(available on YouTube) over which 
was the superior civilisation, Greece 
or Rome. 
Not that Boris is our first classical 
leader. There was Gladstone with 
his Homeric studies and Latin 
translations of Tennyson, these often at the 


poet’s imperious suggestions. Further back, 


Queen Elizabeth I was a dab hand at Latin 
versification; cf. James Philips, ‘Elizabeth 
Las a Latin Poet’, Renaissance News, 16.4, 
1963, 280-90. 

It used to be the fashion for 
parliamentarians to quote Latin 
(sometimes Greek) to make a point in 
debates; rich repertoire in CA Vance, ‘Latin 
Poets in the British Parliament’, Classical 
Review 46, 1932, 97. Virgil was usually the 
poet of choice, Winston Churchill one of 
the last quotation-mongers. Ironic, since 
his Latin at Harrow was abysmal: he once 
handed in a blank examination paper. 
Some redemption came in the form of 
wit. When told that Mensa (Table) was the 
vocative of this noun, he rejoined that 
he could envisage nobody exclaiming ‘O 
Table’. Once, when politely corrected on 
aVirgilian tag in a House of Commons 


debate by a Labour MP, he shot back “Little 


did I expect to be corrected on a classical 
matter from such a quarter”. 

Greece, having no national emperor or 
leader, plays little part here. Alexander the 
Great kept a Homer under his pillow (with 
a dagger) and spared the house of Pindar 
(an early example of sports reporter), but 
was no bard. A couple of examples will 
show how widespread was a talent for 
Greek poetry. One of the earliest examples 
was Archilochus (seventh-century BC), 


a mercenary soldier by profession. He 
became a byword for scurrilous attacks on 
individuals. A father and daughter were so 
distraught by his literary venom that they 
hanged themselves. His poem bragging 
about his rape of a girl nowadays puts him 
in the ‘cancel culture’ bracket. 

Solon, ‘father of democracy’, set out his 
radical political agenda in verse, as much 
later would Ho Chi Minh. A sea battle in 
the 440s BC had the rival ships commanded 
by Sophocles the tragic dramatist and 
Melissus of Samos, a philosopher by trade. 
The latter won handsomely: does that tell 
us anything about anyone? In a small way, 
this prefigures Marx’s famous dictum about 
it being the philosopher’s job to change the 
world. 

In the great debate against Beard, Boris 
championed Greece against her Rome - he 
lost, by audience vote. Nevertheless, in 
what follows, we shall look at the literary 
productions of Roman emperors. Not that 
much survives, a great shame and surely a 
great surprise. 

Ihave seen many a newspaper article 
comparing Boris with Julius Cesar, one of 
the logical reasons for beginning with him. 
One thing they did not have in common was 
hair, Cesar’s bald spot (causing him great 
embarrassment) contrasting very evidently 
with Boris’s famous mop - see Barbara 
Pavvone’s online article ‘The real truth 
about Boris’s hair revealed’. 
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LEFT: Boris Johnson — the latest in a long 
line of classics-quoting parliamentarians. 


Cesar’s modern literary 
reputation rests on his Gallic and 
Civil Wars memoirs, written in the 
third person to give a spurious air 
of authenticity. His famous opening 
sentence, “All Gaul is divided into 
three parts”, was said by George 
Bernard Shaw to be “Neither 
true nor interesting, but at least 
intelligible”. 

What drove generations of 
schoolboys to distraction was not his 
Latin style, generally clear, but the 
appalling length of his sentences. 
Iremember desperately riffling 
through page after page searching 
desperately for a full stop. Why could 
he not have employed the terseness 
of his most famous Veni Vidi Vici all 
the time? 

Not that literary output was 
restricted to emperors. It was 
thought all right for Roman 
gentlemen to dabble in poetry, 
provided they treated it as a hobby, not a 
profession. Hence Cesar was conventional 
in churning out a tragedy about Oedipus, 
an encomium on Hercules, and so on. 

He was also notable for devising a way of 
coding private correspondence. A simple 
transference of letters system — doubt if 
it would have caused Alan Turing much 
trouble... 

Plutarch and Suetonius report an 
astonishing literary feat. Whilst riding over 
the Alps, he dictated his book On Analogy 
(we might call it ‘Latin Style for Dummies’) 
to a group of concomitant secretaries. We 
have to feel admiration and sympathy for 
these sweating equestrian amanuenses. 
Ican envisage Mrs Thatcher here, hardly 
Boris. 

Augustus followed much the same 
literary path. Some at least of his poems, 
described by Suetonius as “slight”. A 
number of them were available for a 
century or so, being read by Suetonius, 
Pliny and Martial. They included a book of 
epigrams mainly improvised at bath time. A 
verse account of Sicily may be well lost, but 
sorry we can’t see his abortive tragic play 
about Ajax. When asked how it was going, 
he retorted “Ajax has fallen on his sponge”, 
a neat play on Ajax’ suicide by sword and 
the expunging of his own literary version. 

One poem does survive, quoted in full 
by Martial (bk11 no20). About sex, in the 
grossest of Latin vocabulary, I’d need to 


14 bay 
www.forteantimes.com| 


issue a “Trigger Warning’ before quoting. 
Suetonius says Caligula gave “little 


attention to literature”, preferring to spend i 


his time shagging his sisters and boyfriends 
and thinking up new methods of torture. 
However, he did have the makings of a 
literary critic in describing the fashionable 
prose of Seneca as “sand without lime”, an 
eminently just verdict. 

The loss of Claudius’s books is especially 
regrettable. Above all his monograph on 
how to play dice, a book likely to be banned 
in Las Vegas. This is why a contemporary 
satire has him condemned to play dice for 
ever with a bottomless cup — load of craps. 


Had we his 20 books (in Greek) on Etruscan 


history, we’d know a lot more about those 
still mysterious people, and we’d have 
been spared DH Lawrence’s Etruscan 
Places. Likewise his eight-volume book 

on Carthage. Pre-emperor, he embarked 

on a history of his own life and times, a 
project quashed by higher authority, which 
deemed him stupid but not so much that 
he still knew where all the bodies were 
buried. He also prefigured Shaw’s attempts 
to change English orthography by adding 
three new letters to the Latin alphabet, but 
they died with him. 

Nero, of course, did not fiddle while 
Rome burned, that instrument yet to be 
born. He does, though, play a perhaps 
surprisingly large role in this imperial 
literary survey. I give a detailed account 
of his scanty survivals in ‘Nero the Poet’ 
in Studies in Latin Literature and Roman 
History, vol.12 (Brussels, 2005), 307-18. 
English versions are provided by Geoffrey 
Lehmann, Nero’s Poems: translations of the 


public and private poems of the Emperor Nero 


(Sydney 1981). Latin texts are extrapolated 


online from EC Courtney’s The Fragmentary 


Latin Poets (Oxford, 1993). The best 
commentary is, of course, Peter Ustinov’s 
recreation of his songs and verses in Quo 
Vadis. 

Few would deny that Nero was one of 
the vilest creatures ever to pollute the 
world, but it does not follow that his poetry 
was inevitably bad, a point my callow 
undergraduates often found hard to grasp. 
Emperor Nerva, one of Gibbon’s ‘Five 
Good Emperors’, buggered his predecessor 
Domitian and was notable for his erotic 
verse compositions. Nothing wrong in that, 
but a surprise to many. From a much later 
date and level one might adduce Arthur 
Rimbaud, who combined exquisite poems 
(some in Latin) with gun-running and 
mercenary soldier career. 

We have a dozen fragments of Nero’s 


efforts, thanks to quotations and references 


by other Romans. None is longer than 

four lines, the shortest one word, sucinos 
(amber) from a piece about the colour 

of his wife’s hair. They range from 
mythological and topographic hexameters, 
neither especially good or bad. One line is 
owed to an amusing anecdote about rival 


poet Lucan who, on loudly relieving himself 


in a public lavatory, shouted out Nero’s 
description of a thunderbolt, “So loud you 
might think it shook the earth” - fellow 


bowel-movers fled in terror at hearing such 
literary criticism. Nero also wrote a satire, 
‘The One-eyed Man’ against an unnamed 
enemy, and Vitellius, one of his three 
ephemeral successors, always commanded 
performers to sing from ‘The Master’s 
Book’. 

Of the following trio of Flavian emperors 
(Rome’s second ruling dynasty, AD 68-96), 
both Vespasian and elder son Titus dabbled 
in Greek and Latin verses. The younger 
‘bad’ one, Domitian, was notoriously 
indifferent to the arts but (as Julius Cesar 
and Caligula before him) was so concerned 
with their premature pates as to write a 
manual on hair care —- from the opposite 
end of the hispid spectrum, an equally 
appropriate subject for Boris. 


Four little poems by Hadrian survive. 
One is a single line about someone who 
writes dirty but lives clean: a conventional 
cliché, Martial unsurprising uses it of 
himself. Another is a bantering reply to 
a friend, each rejoicing they are not the 
other. A third celebrates his favourite 
horse, Borysthenes. Most famous are the 
seven lines written about his approaching 
death, composed not long before that event. 
His biographer in the Augustan History 
comments that he wrote many other poems 
not nearly as good. It opens with a string 
of diminutives: animula, vagula, blandula 
- O blithe little soul, flitting away... 

There are online lists of the many English 
translations of this, from John Donne to 
Byron to Stevie Smith. 

With Marcus Aurelius (AD 161-80), we 
have at last a book that has survived. The 
usual title, invented later, is The Meditations 
of Marcus Aurelius, often nicknamed his 
Golden Book. Written in Greek, a kind of 
personal and spiritual chapbook, it was 
very popular with the Byzantines, who 
found its often platitudinous moralising 
easy to adapt to Christian thought. 

Bill Clinton claimed it was his favourite 
book — he must have missed the passages 
about sexual behaviour and fidelity. 

Passing over the long string of often 
ephemeral rulers, it is fitting to end with 
Julian (AD 361-369), the last non-Christian 
emperor of Rome. The Misopogon (Beard- 
Hater) — he sported one in an age inimical 
to facial hair - is a satire on contemporary 
philosophers. The Cesars is a light-hearted 
survey on the defects of his imperial 
predecessors, ending with Constantine and 
ridicule of the new Christian doctrine of 
deathbed repentance and forgiveness. 

No room for Byzantine imperial writings, 
and there would anyway not have been 
much to say. Fitting to conclude that Boris 
has always been a master of Byzantine 
politics and double-dealings... 


TOP: The emperor Domitian — possibly brandishing his treatise on hair care. ABOVE: Peter Ustinov’s 
unforgettable turn as Nero — not the only bad man to write decent poetry — in Quo Vadis. 
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EXHIBITION REPORT 


STRANGE DAYS 


THE WORLD OF STONEHENGE 


The British Museum's exhibition concerns itself less with the archaeology of Britain's most famous Neolithic site 
and more with its wider context, says DAVID V BARRETT, who finds very human stories among the stones 


You could easily spend hours 
exploring the more than 

430 artefacts in the British 
Museum’s exhibition The 
World of Stonehenge. It’s so 
fascinating and beautiful, 
and oddly peaceful, that it 
takes a while to realise that 
something is missing from 

it: Stonehenge itself. There’s 
very little about the phases 
of its building, or where 

the different types of stone 
came from, and how, or new 
archeological work, or about 
its setting in the landscape. 
It’s almost as if these subjects 
are so thoroughly discussed 
elsewhere, the curators 
decided not to bother with 
them here. 

There is a running timeline 
of Stonehenge’s history, but 
the emphasis is on the world in 
which it occurred: the context 
of Stonehenge, the times when 
it was built, and the society and 
the people of those times. Most 
of the objects, many of which 
have never been exhibited 
in Britain before, come from 
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The Nebra Sky 
Disc looks for all 
the world likea 
winking smiley 


elsewhere: Scotland, Ireland, 
the Lake District, Germany. 
The exhibition is exploring the 
wider world in which people 
lived and, individually and 
collectively, sought meaning 
by interacting with their 
landscape. 

Individually, there’s a pair of 
antlers and over 40 wild animal 
bones from Germany, buried 
with a young woman around 
6,500 BC, with an image of 
how they may have looked asa 
head-dress and necklace. She’s 
known as the Bad Diirrenberg 
shaman; astonishingly, analysis 
of her skull suggests she had 
a rare condition that probably 
caused her to lose control of 
her body and enter trance 


states. 

Collectively, a section on 
Skara Brae and the Ness of 
Brodgar in the Orkneys shows 
how the people there lived 
5,500 years ago — actually 
before Stonehenge was 
constructed. Displayed in the 
centre of a room, in remarkable 
condition, is a wooden 
trackway, constructed in 3,807- 
06 BC to cross areed swamp in 
the Avalon Marshes, close to 
Glastonbury. It’s made of oak 
planks over crossed stakes of 
alder wood, which its creators 
must have known doesn’t rot 
when waterlogged. 

There’s a host of jewellery 
and tools and weapons, and 
there are skeletons of the 
people who may have made 
them and worn them and 
used them. There are more 
stone axes than you’ll have 
seen anywhere - there’s a wall 
display simply of axe heads, 
beautiful in its simplicity - and 
a deeply scored boulder used 
for sharpening them. One 
axe, incredibly rarely with its 


wooden handle still preserved, 
was found in a Scottish peat 

bog. Axe heads came from many 
places; high quality axes made 
from green jadeitite from the 
Italian Alps were traded across 
Europe 6,000 years ago; closer 

to home, green-grey axe heads 
made of volcanic tuff stone came 
from an axe quarry in the fells at 
Great Langdale in the southern 
Lake District. 

Throughout the exhibition 
there’s a concentration on man’s 
relationship with nature, and our 
focus on the life-giving power of 
the Sun, revealed in numerous 
objects, including beautiful 
shining collars made of beaten 
gold. 

Three highlights in particular 
stand out. They may not have 
been able to bring Stonehenge 
itself into the museum - but 
a grouping of some of the 
4,000-year-old wooden posts 
from Seahenge, discovered in 
Norfolk in 1998, is wonderfully 
atmospheric, even more so with 
a haunting recording of the 
music of the wind and the sea 
gently drawing you into them. 

Discovered a year later in 
Germany, the Nebra Sky Disc - 
for all the world like a 12-inch 
(30 cm) winking smiley — is the 
oldest known representation of 
the cosmos, showing the Sun, 
Moon and stars, including the 
Pleiades, the group of seven 
stars used for millennia both 
to regulate the solar and lunar 
calendars and to determine 
times for planting crops. The 
disc, 3,600 years old, was made 
from Cornish gold and bronze 
from central Europe; it was 
altered over the years, with two 
gold strips added to mark the 
summer and winter solstices. 
And it’s stunning. 

Most moving of all, but easily 
missed if you’re not looking out 
for it, is a small drum-shaped 
chalk object, elaborately 
decorated with patterns. Hailed 


as “the most important piece 

of prehistoric art to be found in 
Britain in the last 100 years”, 
the drum has never been 
displayed before. It was found 
with a polished bone pin and 

a chalk ball near the village of 
Burton Agnes in East Yorkshire 
in 2015, in the grave of three 
children. The oldest, 10-12 years 
old, has its arm around the two 
younger ones, as if protecting 
them; 3-5 and 6-9, they are 
facing each other, and appear to 
be holding hands. The drum was 
placed above the oldest one’s 
head. Whatever the tragedy 
that took these children, their 
family, their community, buried 
them with love and care. The 
burial has been radiocarbon 
dated, from one of the children’s 
bones, to 3,005-2890 BC, the 
time of the first construction 
phase at Stonehenge. The drum 
is very similar to three other 
chalk drums found in a single 
child’s grave 15 miles away in 
Folkton, North Yorkshire, in 
1889. The inhabitants of these 
islands 5,000 years ago weren’t 
the grunting primitives of bad 
movies; these were people, 

just like us, with feelings 

and emotions, with pain, and 
warmth. 

With its wide scope and the 
astonishing age of the exhibits, 
this is not just a fascinating but 
an often very moving exhibition, 
perhaps for the very reason that 
it’s not focused on the stones of 
Stonehenge; it’s about people. 


The catalogue, 
also titled 

The World of 
Stonehenge 
(271pp, Hb £40, 
Pb £25), by Prof 
Duncan Garrow 
and Neil Wilkin, lead curator of 
the exhibition, is a work of art 

in itself. Large format and richly 
illustrated, its explanations of 
the exhibits and the background 
discussion are more detailed 
than is possible in the exhibition 
itself - and there is considerably 
more about Stonehenge itself. 


_ 


The World of Stonehenge is at 
the British Museum, London, 
until July 17. 


THE TRUSTEES OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM 


TOP: Burton Agnes 
chalk drum. 
3005-2890 BC. 
ABOVE LEFT: A fine 
jadeitite axe-head 
made from material 
quarried in the 
high Italian Alps, 
c. 4500-3500 

BC. ABOVE RIGHT: 
Nebra Sky Disc, 
Germany, about 
1600 BC. LEFT: 
Seahenge at 

the time of its 


excavation in 1999. 
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STATE OFFICE FOR HERITAGE MANAGEMENT AND ARCHAEOLOGY SAXONY- 


WENDY GEORGE 


GHOSTWATCH 


KEEPING AN EYE ON THE HAUNTED WORLD 


“| myself look forward to the day when 
the poltergeist will be attacked neither 
with exorcism, nor with a sword, as 
Admiral Jervis, afterwards Lord St Vincent, 
attacked the ghost in his sister’s house 
at Hinton Ampner but with much more 
prosaic weapons, namely, the Geological 
Survey map of the neighbourhood, and 
the relevant issue of the Monthly Weather 
Report of the Meteorological Office 
(H.M.S.O.).” 

Such was the advice of psychical 
researcher Guy Lambert (1889-1983), 
the President of the Society for Psychical 
Research, in 1956 expressing a theory 
that the forces at work in haunted houses 
were created by vibrations set off by 
underground water, high tides, earth 
tremors and extreme weather events. 
These would cause weird sounds and 
shake properties to such a degree that 
objects inside were displaced. For those 
caught up in such happenings, the much- 
parodied opening line of novelist Edward 
Bulwer Lytton, “It was a dark and stormy 
night”, became a frightening reality and 
the prelude to eerie experiences as their 
imaginations took over. The mystified 
occupiers of affected properties became 


convinced ghosts were present with them. 


Dedication to this theory led Lambert to 
pore endlessly over geological maps for 
traces of underground water and trawl 
through meteorological records to identify 
major weather events and plot their 
position in relation to famous haunted 


houses. (‘The Use of Evidence in Psychical 


Research’ in Proceedings of the SPR, vol 
50, p. 275). 

After Britain was battered by storms in 
February 2022 and recorded the highest 
ever wind-speed in the UK, | wondered 
what effect our increasingly violent 
weather and flooding might be having on 
perceptions of ghosts. 

Today, most researchers believe 
Lambert vastly overstated his case for 
geological and weather effects operating 
to trigger manifestations. But there are 


elements of truth in Lambert’s hypothesis, 


and we should be prepared to face 
a rise in reports of ghostly incidents, 
particularly coming from people whose 
homes have suffered from the effects of 
flooding or who have recently moved to 
the countryside and been left in the dark 
thanks to power cuts. 

An increase in reports of uncanny 
noises proving to have a physical origin 
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ABOVE: Andrew Green advised ghost hunters 
to consider the effects of weather on houses 
troubled by noisy manifestations. 


has already emerged in the United 
States according to John EL Tenney, 
the former host of the TV show Ghost 
Stalkers, principally as a side-effect of the 
pandemic. Last autumn he told the New 
York Times of a dramatic increase in ghost 
reports reaching him, up from an average 
four or five each month in 2019 to a 
startling five to 10 a week during 2020-21. 
Previously he had seen a similar surge in 
1999, before the Millennium. 

“It does seem to have something to 
do with our heightened state of anxiety, 
our hyper-vigilance,” Tenney opined. 
Forced by the pandemic to spend more 
time at home, people started to become 
conscious for the first time of noises 
arising in their own living spaces. “When 
the sun comes up and the house starts 
to warm up, they’re usually at work — 
they’re not used to hearing the bricks pop 
and the wood expand,” Tenney said. “It’s 
not that the house wasn’t making those 
sounds. They just never had the time to 
notice it.” (New York Times, 28 Oct 2021). 

Tenney’s observations are a variant 
of what has been dubbed ‘New home 
syndrome’ a phenomenon acknowledged 


by many ghost hunters as the explanation 
behind a number of manifestations arising 
from misperception of unfamiliar but 

perfectly normal sounds within a property. 

Two of the UK’s veteran ghost hunters, 
Andrew Green (1927-2004) and Peter 
Underwood (1923-2014), cited many 
such examples of ghostly sounds 
having entirely normal physical origins. 
Regrettably often pitched against each 
other as rivals in the ghost hunting field, 
one thing on which they both agreed was 
that defective premises adversely affected 
by weather events lay behind claims of 
noisy manifestations. 

In the early 1970s, Andrew Green urged 
close study of the physical aspects of 
haunted houses to establish whether 
they were wind- and watertight. Spells of 
torrential rain following periods of drought 
could cause inexplicable sounds inside 
properties, both old and modern, such 
as creaks, knocks and groans which 
might surprise and alarm a new owner or 
tenant. 

He advised ghost hunters to be on 
the lookout for signs of damp, defective 
plumbing and faulty central heating 
systems and to carefully to inspect 
skirting boards, floorboards, lofts, 
basements, airing cupboards, and lean- 
tos for signs of disrepair and previous 
water damage. Other warning features 
were cracks in cavity walls, inadequate 
insulation and soundproofing and 
traces of botched repairs by previous 
residents. Obviously, the more neglected 
or dilapidated a property, the greater the 
scope for collapsing plaster and structural 
deficiencies to cause strange sounds. 

Green was in his early forties when 
he wrote this, drawing on personal 
experience, having himself lived in a 
succession of older properties needing 
renovation. Also being a keen gardener, 
Green knew at first-hand about the 
deleterious effects of excessive rainfall 
and the resultant stress this could inflict 
on sensitive people. At the time he wrote 
Ghost Hunting: A Practical Guide (1973) 
he had just moved into a modernised 
but still leaky 18" century cottage called 
Busheygate at Robertsbridge in Sussex, 
after being flooded out of an earlier home 
in suburban Surrey during the 1960s. He 
never forgot the tragic impact that flood 
had upon a young married couple who 
were his near neighbours. The couple 
concerned had scrimped and laboured 


to transform a dilapidated cottage 

into a perfect home, only to see it 
wrecked entirely when the property was 
rendered uninhabitable by a foul tide 
of polluted water and sewage. Totally 
traumatised by the devastation of their 
dream home, the couple committed 
suicide. 

Green also cited the effects that 
noises caused by high winds could 
exert on the minds of new residents 
of older dwellings and properties, 
particularly in the countryside at night. 
In addition to blowing tree branches 
against windows, wind will howl down 
chimneys, whisper through shrubs 
and tall grass, and whistle around 
eaves, television dishes and aerials. 
On moving into a new property and 
being unused to the silence of 
rural life, a nervous, vulnerable or 
superstitious occupier, hearing such 
unfamiliar sounds, might be troubled 
and provoked into thinking the place 
was haunted. Such impressions 
may be even more powerful where a 
householder is on strong medication, 
has ingested any legal or illegal stimulants 
late at night or has had their lights go 
off. The vibration of objects on roofs and 
outer walls will often carry inside and 
may be attributed to ‘unseen entities’ 
moving about, such an impression being 
all the more powerful at night when sound 
carries. 

Sometimes there are no physical 
problems in the house itself, but the wind 
acts upon the immediate surroundings. 
Closed mines, chalk pits and quarry 
workings, forgotten tunnels, caves and 
excavation sites penetrated by wind and 
water can produce weird acoustic effects. 

Such background knowledge and 
experience led Green to dismiss odd 
noises at Busheygate, but he admitted 
that the physical structure did not as 
easily account for the impression of two 
elderly people hovering in his garden, a 
flash resembling the shape of a white 
figure flitting by the window, or the smell of 
pipe tobacco that pervaded his house on 
occasions. 

Like Lambert before him, on occasion 
Green was driven to search out records 
of extreme weather events and to keep 
an eye on rainfall levels. At the time he 
wrote, climate change was slowly seeping 
into consciousness (the first British 
Government publication mentioning it was 
the environmental White Paper of 1970), 
though opinion in the 1970s was split over 
whether we faced a runaway greenhouse 
effect with rising waters or a new Ice Age. 

Green also looked to identify any 
naturally occurring caves, subterranean 
water courses and sewers in an area. 
With one property in London he had even 


With one property in 
London he succeeded in 
locating a secret tunnel 
built of bricks 


succeeded in locating a secret tunnel built 
of bricks (fairly modern) and running out to 
a summerhouse in the garden, apparently 
constructed by a previous resident for 
spying on neighbours. Searching for 
underground water might also provide 
opportunities for dowsers and water 
diviners to test their abilities. 

Peter Underwood in The Ghost Hunter's 
Guide (1984) also records problems 
arising from railway and underground lines 
in the vicinity producing vibrations and 
citing how “passing traffic, the wind in a 
tree, an ill-fitting door or window and the 
measured tread of a patrolling policeman 
have proved to be the prosaic explanations 
for ‘inexplicable phenomena’ before now”. 

Both ghost hunters looked into long-term 
vacant periods in the history of a property 
which might provide opportunities for 
pests and animal infestation. Death-watch 
beetles, rats, squirrels, mice, and birds 
seeking shelter have all been fingered 
as causes of ‘ghostly noises’ inside 
properties, old and new. In one case, 
various paranormal explanations for a 
mysterious ticking sound in a house were 
considered, until it was identified as the 
mating call of the house’s resident insect 
population (see ‘Ticking Off A Poltergeist’, 
by Peter Eastham in Journal of the SPR 


LEFT: ‘Busheygate’, Andrew Green's 18th 
century Sussex cottage, c. 1971. 


vol.55, 1988-89, pp.80-83). A 
strange pattering noise once heard 
by Guy Playfair at one property in 
Brazil was the work of a small tree- 
dwelling mammal (The Haunted 
Pub Guide, 1985). In the UK the 
discovery of roosting bats may prove 
another headache, as they are 
among protected species of wildlife. 

More problematic is the 
explanation of object movements. 
Shifts in the subsoil of sand 
or gravel may cause some 
displacement of small objects, 
but generally anything likely to 
move large objects inside a house 
is going to involve a major earth 
tremor, which will be likely to inflict 
major structural damage before 
objects start flying off shelves or 
mantlepieces. 

Subsidence was an early 
explanation postulated for 
phenomena at 30 East Drive in Pontefract, 
a poltergeist case that wrongly came to 
be labelled by Colin Wilson as the ‘Black 
Monk of Pontefract’ (see FT293:28-37). 
The ghost, or whatever it was, swiftly 
and rather purposely demonstrated the 
limitations of the subsidence theory to a 
vicar who voiced it inside the house. As 
he did so, a brass candlestick left the 
mantlepiece and floated in the mid-air 
in defiance of gravity before falling — see 
Poltergeist! (1985) by Colin Wilson. Earth 
tremors and vibration also fail to explain 
signs of intelligence behind disturbances 
and the apparently targeted or guided 
trajectories of objects being thrown or re- 
located. 

Occasionally extreme weather and 
climatic effects can pose problems for 
conducting ghost investigations. While 
thunder and lightning may add a dramatic 
atmosphere for any night-time vigil, the 
last thing the serious ghost hunter wants 
is a major storm going on if the aim 
is to capture sound recordings, make 
measurements and carry out delicate 
experiments. 

The ghost hunter’s deployment of 
instrumentation to monitor variations in 
temperature, air pressure, background 
sounds and electrical fields will all 
potentially be disrupted and equipment 
may need recalibration. 

Weather effects can become so intense 
that there is no alternative but to call off 
an investigation altogether. Just such a 
situation arose with an impromptu ghost 
hunt | attempted once at a resort at 
Santa Marta, Colombia, on the Caribbean 
coast where | was staying as part of a 
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holiday trip in October 1999. | learned 
from a member of staff that one rather 
isolated set of apartments on the edge 
of the complex was considered haunted, 
following the death of a young woman 

in somewhat mysterious circumstances 
in 1986. Employees recalled how the 
woman had quarrelled with her boyfriend 
and walked out alone into the night in a 
distressed condition. Some hours later 
she was found drowned in a swimming 
pool. The precise circumstances of 

her death remained unclear. In the 
years afterwards, people staying in the 
apartment complained of a presence and 


her ghost appearing after dark inside. Staff 


spoke of hearing unexplained footsteps 
and wet prints of bare human feet 
materialising on the path leading down 
to the pool. As a result, the building was 
left unfurnished and little used. Hearing 
this, | thought this was an opportunity 
for investigation, and with the resort 
authorities proving amenable, | received 
permission to conduct a lone vigil. | 
duly went along to the empty building at 
9.30pm that night, but my plans for a 
nocturnal investigation came to naught 
when, within a few minutes, the tail end of 
a Caribbean hurricane struck the resort. 
The wind howled around the building, 
fusillades of raindrops hammered on the 
window panes and tree branches outside 
shook and rattled magnificently, but as a 
ghost hunt it became metaphorically and 
literally a complete wash-out. 

Exactly this kind of problem can also 
thwart investigations in England, even 
in the past. A classic example of this 
befell Peter Underwood in one of his early 
investigations held on 24 September 
1949 at the very haunted church of 
St Mary at Langenhoe in Essex. From 
1937 onwards the local rector, the Revd 
Ernest Merryweather, and members of 
his congregation had experienced a wide 
range of manifestations in and around the 
church, including footsteps, noises, bell- 
ringing, apparitions and selected object 
movements, all of which suggested the 
site was being actively haunted by the 
spirit of a young woman (see FT354:43- 
44). Among local stories was one that the 
daughter of the lord of the manor was the 
secret lover of a previous rector in the 19" 
century, and that she might have been 
murdered and her body concealed. 

Together with interested colleagues, 
Underwood set up a wide-ranging array 
of measuring devices in the church, 
hoping to detect or coax an entity into 
manifesting. Unfortunately, the whole 
exercise was compromised when a 
spectacular thunderstorm broke out soon 
after they began and continued nearly the 
entire night. His only consolation came 
next morning: “A lasting memory of that 
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ABOVE: The famously haunted Langenhoe Church was investigated by Peter Underwood (below). 


visit... was the truly magnificent view from 
the top of the church tower away across 
the marshes... as the autumn dawn was 
breaking.” 

The story became a favourite of 
Underwood, which he retold in many 
of his books over the years, though 
the latter versions of what actually was 
experienced appeared to have expanded 
as time rolled on. His earliest accounts 
in the Gazetteer of British Ghosts (1971) 
and A Host of Hauntings (1973) just 
set down the essentials with particular 
elements that never varied — the setting 
up of equipment, the disruption of the 
storm and the magnificent view over 
the marshes at sunrise next morning all 
remaining constant. 

Then, in his much later versions of the 
vigil, the details expand considerably. In 
his Nights in Haunted Houses (1994) he 
states that “once or twice, between the 
sounds of the storm, we were alerted 
by sounds not of this world, or so it 
seemed... loud ‘thuds’, the vibrating 
‘bangs’, the strange sibilant whispering 


sounds, the apparent footsteps or the 
snatches of music... those fragmentary 
and spontaneous flashes of momentary 
psychic activity, if that is what they 
were, remained as lasting memories of 
Langenhoe at night.” 

Two years later in his Guide to Ghosts 
and Haunted Places (1996) he briefly 
revisited the Langenhoe case, listing the 
manifestations of “a singing girl... a man 
in modern dress inside the church, the 
sound of music, bells ringing, movement 
of objects, raps and other noises; doors 
locking and unlocking and the embrace 
of a naked young woman!” and adding: 
“On various visits to the haunted building 
| personally experienced most of these 
manifestations but not, | regret, the 
latter...” 

These all might seem a major 
embroidering of his original account, 
perhaps attributable to the errors which 
Underwood seemed liable to make in the 
intellectual loneliness of his twilight years. 

In fact, rather than exaggeration, it may 
have been a blending of different incidents 
occurring over what was a 12-year-long 
set of investigations into Langenhoe, up 
until when the church was demolished 
in 1962. In this marathon research 
effort, he was often accompanied by 
the Revd John Denning and various 
mediums, who produced extensive séance 
communications, only a small portion of 
which Underwood had previously made 
public (in The Ghost Hunter’s Guide with 
many caveats). Denning himself later 
produced an entire book, The Restless 
Spirits of Langenhoe: The Exciting True 
Story of a Haunted Essex Church (2000), 
providing much interesting background 
on the case and its similarities and links 
to the never-ending saga of the long-gone 
Borley Rectory, also in rural Essex. 


NOEL ROONEY attempts to penetrate the fog of war to see what’s currently exercising the 
Conspirasphere, from US biolabs to Vlad the Invader fulfilling Edgar Cayce’s prophecies. 


RUMOURS OF WAR 
The Conspirasphere has 
shifted its attention — like 
everyone else on the planet 
— from Covid to the war in 
Ukraine. This led one wag to 
post that “Putin has cured 
Covid”; a slanted but not 
entirely inaccurate take on 
the nature of the news cycle. 
| found myself idly imagining 
one of those word games 
where you have to get from 
‘Covid’ to ‘Putin’ in five steps. 

One area of particular 
excitement and concern 
involves bio-weapons labs. 
There are a number of bio- 
chemical research facilities 
in Ukraine: some of these are 
run under a joint programme 
between the US, Canada 
and Sweden called the STCU 
(the Science and Technology 
Centre in Ukraine); some are 
run exclusively by the US. 
These labs are real enough; 
whether they are bio-weapons 
centres, run off-shore because 
US law does not allow them 
on home soil, can only be 
a matter for speculation, 
but then speculation is the 
stock-in-trade of the good 
conspiracist. 

The Pentagon allegedly 
runs such facilities in 25 
countries across the globe, 
under the auspices of the 
Defense Threat Reduction 
Agency (a suitably Orwellian 
name in the circumstances). 
Some of the countries where 
the Co-operative Biological 
Engagement Programme 
is said to operate are not 
universally known for their 
stability (Iraq, Afghanistan and 
the Philippines rather jumped 
out of the list); they also do not 
seem like the kind of countries 
where one might spend in 
the region of $2.1 billion and 
be absolutely confident the 
money (or the product, scarily 
enough) had found its way into 
the intended hands. 

Until the day of the Russian 
invasion, details of these labs 
could be found on the website 
of the US embassy in Ukraine; 


The Pentagon 
allegedly runs 
such facilities 
in 25 countries 


they have now, apparently, 
mysteriously disappeared. 

Of course, in the age of the 
Wayback Machine, deleting 
stuff from websites is largely 
pointless, and quite soon links 
to the descriptions appeared 
on various sites; though the 
pdf files describing the labs did 
not appear to open. Estimates 
of how many such facilities 
exist in the country vary 
between eight, 11, 13, 15 and 
23. Numerological analysis of 
that sequence is beyond me 
but I’m quite sure someone is 
working on it. 

There are dark rumours that 
outbreaks of virulent disease 
have occurred in areas of 
Ukraine close to the labs. In 
January 2016, it is alleged, 
some 20 Ukrainian soldiers 
died “after being exposed to 
a flu-like virus weapon” in or 
near Kharkiv, while another 
200 were hospitalised. 
Outbreaks of Hepatitis A in 
2018, in south-east Ukraine, 
and cholera in 2019 are 
also alleged; both incidents 
are said to have occurred in 
the vicinity of bio-weapons 
facilities. One source claimed 
to have found evidence of a 
police investigation into the 


2018 outbreak, quoting a 
translation of the official report 
apparently stating that the 
disease was “incurable”. 

If you go looking online you 
will also find maps suggesting 
that early Russian missile 
attacks focused on the areas 
where these labs are located; 
though quite why Russia would 
opt to blow up bio-weapons 
labs and potentially release 
deadly pathogens into areas 
where its own troops were 
active is not explained. And 
given the uncertainty in the 
C-sphere about how many 
of these labs actually exist, 
mapping them, and correlating 
them with vague and likely 
compromised reports of 
Russian missile strikes, is a 
task perhaps better left to 
the more mystically motivated 
(but more on that anon). More 
to the point, the fog of war is 
a toxic enough environment 
without adding bio-chemical 
weapons to the brew. 

Others have focused on the 
figure of Volodomyr Zelenskyy, 
the current president of 
Ukraine. Zelenskyy comes 
from a Jewish background (I 
put it that way because, until 
the outbreak of war, he was 
somewhat flippant about his 
heritage, describing it as quite 
low on the list of his top 20 
faults). Sadly, for some, this is 
simply an opportunity to vent 
their anti-Semitism; anyone 
who wants to observe such 
nonsense can do their own 
online search, as | am not 
inclined to provide links. 

Zelenskyy is not, or so 
some commentators claim, 
quite what the Western media 
present him as: the plucky 
leader of a war-torn country, 
having risen from political 
obscurity, via TV comedy, to 
win an election promising to rid 
the country of corruption. He 
is apparently a graduate of the 
World Economic Forum’s Young 
Global Leaders programme, 
and that immediately makes 
him an object of suspicion. 
His profile certainly appears 


on the WEF website. Thus, the 
story goes, he is a tool of the 
globalist elite, a puppet under 
the control of the sinister Mr 
Schwab. His pledge to clean 
up corruption looks suspect 
when he turns up in the 
Panama Papers; as does his 
key backer, the oligarch Ihor 
Kolomoyskyi. Kolomoyskyi, 
who is also Jewish, is alleged 
to be the main backer of the 
infamous Azov Battalion, an 
openly neo-Nazi militia that 
has played a less than noble 
part in the ongoing conflict 
with the breakaway regions of 
Donbass and Luhansk, which 
has cost the lives of some 
14,000 people, according to 
the Organisation for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe. 
But it’s not all doom 
and gloom. There is also a 
weirdly redemptive vein in 
the C-sphere’s Ukraine story, 
one that links Edgar Cayce to 
Our Lady of Fatima. It seems 
that Russia is central to the 
salvation of the world as 
envisioned by both the BVM 
and the Sleeping Prophet. 
Cayce said Russia would 
be the “thorn in the side” of 
global bankers attempting to 
subjugate the world and would 
lead us to freedom, which for 
some in the C-sphere is eerily 
resonant. Vlad the Invader 
as the saviour of the world, 
anyone? 
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ALIEN ZOO _ news From THE CRYPTOZOOLOGICAL GARDEN 


ABOVE LEFT: Hybrid camels on a frieze at the Temple of Allat in Hatra, Iraq. ABOVE RIGHT: The mummified mermaid from Enjuin Temple in Asakuchi, Japan. 


ONE HUMP OR TWO? 

Fresh from documenting one newly 
revealed example of an ancient Middle 
Eastern mammalian hybrid purposefully 
created by humans — the kunga (a Syrian 
wild ass x domestic donkey crossbreed, 
now extinct, FT416:20) — | have now 
learned of a second example. Dating 
back to the second century AD, the 


Temple of Allat in the northern Iraq city of : 


Hatra was severely damaged by Daesh 
terrorists between 2015 and 2017, so 
a team of archeologists was sent there 
to restore it. One noticed a frieze above 
a doorway in the temple that contained 


some remarkable animal depictions. This : 


frieze has long been known about and 
studied, but in the past it was assumed 
that the animals depicted in it were eight 
dromedaries (aka Arabian one-humped 
camels) Camelus dromedarius with 
two central Asian two-humped Bactrian 
camels C. bactrianus in the middle. 
Whereas the lighter, faster dromedary is 
predominantly used for riding and even 
racing, the heavier and much hardier 
Bactrian camel is a very effective pack 
animal that is far more resistant to 
extreme cold and drought. 
Consequently, and as already well 
known, at the time of this temple’s 
creation Bactrian camels were regularly 
being imported into the Middle East 
from Central Asia for such purposes. So 
their presence in the frieze was not as 
surprising as might otherwise have been 
the case — until, that is, the temple’s 
restorers took a closer look at these two 


depicted Bactrians, and realised that they 


were something even more interesting. 
They realised that these camels’ faces 
and fur looked less like those of pure- 
bred Bactrians and more like a cross 
between those of a Bactrian anda 
dromedary. Moreover, whereas pure- 
bred Bactrians display a sizeable space 
between their two humps, the humps 
of these two depicted camels were 
separated by nothing more than a slight 
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indentation — a characteristic feature of 
known Bactrian x dromedary hybrids. 
Although confirmed hybrid camels had 
been reported in the surrounding Roman 
and Parthian Empires from that same 
time period, and had been specifically 
bred there because they could carry at 
least double the load of either of their 
two pure-bred progenitor species, none 


had previously been recorded from Hatra. 
Researchers have now published a paper : 


in the journal Antiquity documenting 
them, in which they speculate that 
breeding these special, greatly prized 
crossbred camels may have been a 
deliberate ploy by Hatra’s then-reigning 
monarch, King Sanatruq I, constituting 
a major step by him of removing 

Hatra from the Parthian Empire’s 
overshadowing influence, and making 
it a separate, self-sustaining force. 


camelus-bactrianus-and-camelus- 
dromedarius-at-secondcentury-ad-hatra- 
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MERMAID MUMMY MYSTERY 
Another temple, another zoological 
curiosity. This time, the temple is Enjuin 
Temple in Asakuchi, on Honshu, Japan, 
and the creature in question what has 
long been claimed to be a mummified 
mermaid. According to a note in the 
same box as this specimen, it was 
originally caught alive in a fishing net on 
the coast of Tosa Province (now Kochi 
Prefecture, on Shikoku) some time 
between 1736 and 1741. After being 
preserved by drying, it was purchased 
by the Kojima family in Bingo-Fukuyama 
Province, and was subsequently owned 


by various others, before eventually being 


housed in Enjuin Temple, although how 
the temple actually came to acquire it 


is unknown. About 40 years ago, this 
striking-looking specimen was placed on 
public display there inside a glass case, 
but more recently it has been retained in 
a box placed inside a fire-proof safe, in 
order to prevent deterioration. Measuring 
1ft (30cm) long, the specimen’s upper 
body, arms, hands, and hairy head (with 
its nailed hands held to its toothy mouth) 
are somewhat humanoid, whereas its 
lower body is scaled and resembles that 
of a fish. 

Following a suggestion by Okayama 
Folklore Society board member Hiroshi 
Kinoshita, this intriguing entity lately 
attracted the formal scientific attention 
of a team of researchers from the 
Kurashiki University of Science and the 
Arts, and other organisations. They 
plan to make their findings public in or 
around autumn 2022. Palzeontologist 
Prof. Takafumi Kato is in charge of 
the morphological examination of the 
mummy’s upper body as well as studying 
the antiseptic treatment employed in 
its original preservation. An associate 
professor specialising in ichthyology is 
concentrating upon its lower body, and 
another associate professor specialising 
in molecular biology is conducting a DNA 
analysis of tissue samples. 

So-called ‘Feejee mermaids’ — fake 
specimens created by the deft combining 
of a preserved monkey’s upper half with 
the lower half of a preserved fish — are 
well known, and take their name from 
a specimen so dubbed (and publicly 
displayed) by the famous 19th-century 
entrepreneur Phineas T Barnum (see 
FT:254:46-49, 257:26, 343:76-77). 
Consequently, it is very likely that the 
Enjuin Temple mermaid mummy will prove 
to be of comparable composition, but as 
this may well be the most comprehensive 
scientific study of such a specimen ever 
conducted, it could reveal some novel 
findings. | look forward to the team’s 
public announcement later this year. 
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BOLTS FROM THE BLUE 


EARLIEST BALL LIGHTNING 
The rare weather phenomenon 
of ball lightning has, over the 
last few decades, inched its way 
from the realm of the fortean 
into a degree of slightly grudging 
scientific respectability, 
although little progress has 

been made as to understanding 
exactly what it is or how it 

comes about. It is now believed 
to bea plasma resulting from 

a lightning strike vaporising 
silicates in the soil, but many 
aspects of its strange behaviour 
remain to be elucidated. 

Now, Emeritus Professor 

Brian Tanner, a physicist, and 
historian Professor Giles Gasper 
of Durham University have 
identified what appears to be the 
earliest known account of ball 
lightning in England, publishing 
their findings in the Royal 
Meteorological Society’s journal, 
Weather. This account, written by 
the Benedictine monk Gervase, 
of Christ Church Cathedral 
Priory, Canterbury, in the 12th 
century, predates the previous 
earliest description by almost 
450 years. Gervase’s Chronicle 
only exists in three manuscripts, 
one at the British Library and 
two in Cambridge, and there has 
been no translation into English. 


In his Chronicle, Gervase 
writes that “a marvellous sign 
descended near London” on 7 
June 1195. He describes a dense, 
dark cloud that gave forth a 
white substance that then grew 
into a spherical shape under the 
cloud, from which a fiery globe 
fell towards the river. Professor 
Gasper says: “The main focus 
of Gervase’s writings was Christ 
Church Cathedral Priory in 
Canterbury, its disputes with 
neighbouring houses and an 
Archbishop of Canterbury, as 
well as chronicling the actions 
of the king and his nobles. 

But he was also interested 

in natural phenomena, from 
celestial events and signs in 

the sky to floods, famine, and 
earthquakes.” He added that 
“Gervase’s description of a white 
substance coming out of the dark 
cloud, falling as a spinning fiery 
sphere and then having some 
horizontal motion, is very similar 
to historic and contemporary 
descriptions of ball lightning.” 
The researchers looked at how 
Gervase wrote about other 
phenomena such as eclipses and 
a description of the splitting 

of the crescent Moon (possibly 
caused by an asteroid or comet 
impact) to gauge how accurate 


Ball lightning encounters from Gervase of Canterbury 
to an unfortunate goose, plus record ‘megaflashes’ 


he was as a reporter of natural 
events. Professor Gasper says: 
“Given that Gervase appears 

to bea reliable reporter, we 
believe that this description of 
the fiery globe on the Thames 
on7 June 1195 was the first 
fully convincing account of ball 
lightning anywhere.” Previously, 
the earliest description of ball 
lightning in England was of 

an occurrence during a great 
thunderstorm in Widecombe, 
Devon, on 21 October 1638 |phys, 
org,|26 Jan 2022. 


GOOSE COOKED 

Workers in Booths Park, 
Knutsford, in Cheshire were 
startled when they saw what 
they believe was ball lightning 


LEFT: Gervase of Canterbury and his 
monks witness a possible cometary 
impact on the Moon. BELOW LEFT: A 
goose apparently killed by ball lightning. 


kill a goose. “Initially, I saw a 
normal fork lightning bolt hit 
some trees and then a minute 
later, about half a mile away 
Theard thunder and a ball of 
bright light in mid-air,” said 
Chris Harrison, one of the 
witnesses. “It was very weird. 
We saw a ball of flame around 10 
metres (33ft) above the ground 
beside the lake, [it] was around 
five metres (16ft) in diameter 
and only lasted for three 
seconds”. He added: “Around 
100 geese flew out of the way, 
leaving three on the ground. 
One of them was caught.” 

The lightning killed the goose 
instantly, leaving it dead on the 
ground with a large hole in its 
side] warringtonguardian.co.uk, 
4 Feb 2022. 


LIGHTNING RECORDS 

The World Meteorological 
Organisation (WMO) has 
confirmed two new record 
“megaflash” bolts of lightning. 
The official definition of a 
megaflash is any horizontal 
lightning bolt which travels 
more than 62 miles (100km). 
“Most lightning flashes in storms 
travel only a few miles or so. 

A megaflash can extend for 
hundreds of miles!” said WMO 
spokesperson Randall Cerveny. 
The first record is for the longest 
single lightning flash recorded, 
a bolt 477 miles (768km) long, 
detected by a weather satellite 
on 29 April 2020 and which 
stretched from the coast of Texas 
to Louisiana. This is equivalent 
to the distance from London to 
Hamburg and is 37 miles (60km) 
longer than the previous record, 
detected in southern Brazil in 
2018. The second record is for the 
longest lasting megaflash, from 
a thunderstorm over Uruguay 
and Northern Paraguay on 31 
October 2018, lasting 17.102 
seconds, 0.37 seconds longer 
than the previous record |edition- 
cnn.comjnoaa.gov;|public.wmo. 
int, 1 Feb 2022. 
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MEDICAL BAG 


INFLATED TRUCKER 

For once, the “I fell on it, and 

it went up my bottom” excuse 
seems to be genuine. In May 
2011 New Zealand trucker 
Steven McCormack fell between 
his truck and its trailer and 
broke an air line. The nozzle 
penetrated his buttocks and 
continued to pump air at the 
rate of 100lb per square inch 

(7 kilogram-force per square 
centimetre). “I felt the air rush 
into my body and I felt like it 
was going to explode from my 
foot,” he said. “I had no choice 
but just to lie there, blowing up 
like a balloon.” Other truckers 
rescued him, turned off the 
hose and put him on his side 

to help him to breathe, but not 
before the air pressure had 
separated most of his fat from 
his muscle, leaving McCormack 
in excruciating pain. In hospital, 
he described his skin as feeling 
“like a pork roast” with crackling 
on the outside and soft squishy 
pork underneath. Doctors were 
surprised the air had not broken 
his skin. McCormack’s head 

and neck were swollen and his 
lungs needed draining and it 
took him three days to deflate 
by burping and farting out the 
air. He needed an extended 

stay in hospital. but made a full 
recoveryiflscience.com]2 Feb 
2022. 
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LONDON EUNUCH MAKER 
Police raided a basement flat 
in Finsbury Park, London, and 
arrested a 44-year-old-man on 
suspicion of causing grievous 
bodily harm (GBH) after 
discovering he had castrated 
dozens of men there and 
livestreamed the operations 
on a pay-per-view channel 
under the name “The Eunuch 
Maker”; six other men were 
also arrested elsewhere as 
part of the investigation. The 
Norwegian-born suspect has 
no medical qualifications and 
carried out the procedures with 
a specialised castration device 
known as a burdizzo, insisting 
that he did so in a “very 
professional way”. Neighbours, 
however, describe regularly 
seeing ambulances turning 
up at the property and taking 
people away. 

The suspect, who is also 
an amputee, claimed to have 
undergone the procedure 
himself and to have carried it 
out on 58 other men, storing the 
removed genitals in his freezer 
and in jars of alcohol in the 
flat. He had said in an online 


interview that he hashad his c= 
own genitals completely ff 
removed because he AS ‘ 


wished to “look 
like a Ken doll 
with 


This month's patients include a trucker with an airline in his bottom, the 
Finsbury Park castrator and a man who has been isolating for over a year 


LEFT: New Zealand trucker Steven McCormack found himself “blowing up like 
a balloon after an accident with an air line. ABOVE LEFT: Japanese artist Mao 
Sugiyama is thought to be an inspiration for the Nullo movement worldwide. 
ABOVE RIGHT: Sugiyama had his penis and testicles removed and then cooked 
them for paying guests at a staged banquet. 


He wanted to 
“look likea Ken 
doll with nothing 
down there” 


nothing down there”; this 

is apparently known as “a 
smoothie”. It is believed that 
the man was an adherent of 

the genital nullification, or 
“Nullo” movement, which 
involves people who do not wish 
to identify as either male or 
female, often seeing themselves 
as asexual. 

They are thought to be 
inspired by Japanese artist Mao 
Sugiyama who had his penis 
and testicles surgically removed 
at the age of 23, subsequently 
cooking and serving them at a 
staged banquet — cannibalism 
is legal in Japan. He later cut 
off his nipples as well. It is 
estimated that there are 10,000 
to 15,000 voluntary “Nullos” 
worldwide, and an academic 
study in 2014 found that 

two thirds never tell 
anyone they have no 
genitalia, including 
their families. As it is 
expensive and difficult 
to have the procedure carried 


out by a hospital, most people 
have their genitals removed 
by amateur “cutters”, often 
moonlighting doctors or vets. 
The Daily Mail quoted a 
castrated vicar named Benedict, 
who said: “It’s nowhere near 
as weird and difficult to try 
to become a eunuch now as it 
was 30 years ago.” D. Telegraph; 
[standard.co.uk] D.Mail, 7 Feb 
2022. 


DUCK! 

Animal health authorities 
attempting to contain a 
particularly virulent new strain 
of the H5N1 bird flu in the UK 
discovered the first British case 
of bird to human transmission 
had taken place in Devon. The 
extremely appropriately named 
Alan Gosling, 79, was found to 
have picked up the infection 
from his flock of 20 Muscovy 
ducks, which were culled to 
prevent any further spread of 
the infection, while Mr Gosling 
himself was quarantined. 
D.Telegraph, 7 Jan 2022. 


HEADACHE SURPRISE 
After suffering from violent 
headaches for most of his 

life, a 28-year-old man named 
pseudonymously as Xiao Chen 
eventually went to hospital 

in Shenzhen, China, when the 
headaches started to become 
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ABOVE: Muzaffer Kayasan, who was treated for leukemia, talks to his 
granddaughter in Istanbul, Turkey, on 5 February 2022. He has tested positive 
for Covid-19 78 times. 


more frequent and severe. and hidden by his hair and 


COVID NOCEBO 

After examining data from 12 Covid vaccine clinical trials, 
scientists in the US concluded that the “nocebo effect” 
accounted for 76% of common side effects people reported after 
their first Covid vaccination, and 52% of those after their second. 
Nocebo is a negative version of the better-known placebo effect, 
where negative expectations of the patient regarding a treatment 
cause the treatment to have a more negative effect than it 
otherwise would have. In this case, it produced side effects like 
headache, mild fatigue and arm pain, which researchers found 
were more likely to be the result of anxiety, expectations and the 
misattribution of various unconnected ailments rather than having 


been|vaccinated.theguardian.com,| 18 Jan 2022. 
COVID MIRACLE 


Dularchand Munda from Bokaro, India, who was paralysed and 
lost his voice after an accident four years ago, startled medics 
when he began to move and speak again after receiving his 
Covishield Covid vaccination. “Glad to have taken this vaccine... 
My voice came back, and my feet also moved,” he said. Later he 
stood up and managed to walk. Local health official Dr Jitendra 
Kumar said he was “amazed to see this, but it needs to be 
ascertained by scientists. Had he recovered from a medical 
condition not more than some days old, it could be understood, 
but recovering suddenly from a four-year-old medical condition 
after taking the vaccine is unbelievable.” [ndtv.com,]14 Jan 2022. 


Initially believing the cause 
was lack of sleep on weekdays, 
Chen was surprised when after 
an MRI scan doctors told him 
that the cause was probably a 
small metal object lodged in 
the left side of his skull. 
Closer inspection showed 
this to be an airgun pellet. 
Asked how it might have 
got there, Chen recalled an 
incident when he was eight 
when he and his brother had 
been playing with a pellet gun 
and it had gone off, shooting 
him in the side of his head. 


the boys were afraid of getting 
into trouble, they did not tell 
their parents. As it wasn’t 
particularly painful and healed 
up quickly, Chen soon forgot 
about it. 

Doctors told Chen he was 
lucky to be alive as the pellet 
only just missed his temple 
and hadn’t fully penetrated his 
skull. They removed it in an 
emergency operation and Chen 
was discharged to recover at 
home. No word, though, on 
whether this has cured the 


headaches|boingboing.net]2 


COVID CURSE 

Muzaffer Kayasan, 56, from Turkey came down with Covid in 
November 2020 and has been self-isolating, either at home or 
in hospital, ever since. While he recovered from Covid relatively 
quickly, the virus seems to have remained active in his system 
and he has continued to test positive for it, 78 times in all. 
Kayasan has leukaemia and so is immunocompromised, which 
means his immune system has not been able to clear the 
virus from his body. He has been prescribed drugs to boost 
his immunity, but they have not yet been effective, and he 
cannot be vaccinated due to his weak immune system. “I have 
no problem here other than being unable to touch my loved 
ones. It is very hard. | can’t even get vaccinated because of my 
condition,” he says. He has been pleading with authorities to 
find a solution, but so far there is no end in sight.[aa.com.tr|6 
Feb 2022. 


Because the wound was small Feb 2022. 


PAREIDOLIA 


While scrutinising Google Earth 
for traces of alien bases in 
Antarctica, Scott Waring came 
across what he describes as 
a giant sculpture of the face 
of Jesus, formed out of hills 
protruding from the ice to the 
north of the continent, which 
he reported on UFO Sightings 
Daily. He also claims to have 
found a giant standing figure 
and a potential alien base 
nearby, and previously, while 
going over NASA photos, a 
fossilised grizzly bear on Mars. 


14 Jan 2022. 


Pareidolia, the human propensity to see recognisable images in 
random patterns, is implicated in a significant number of fortean 
phenomena. Particularly common is face pareidolia, where 

we perceive illusory faces in inanimate objects, and which is 
responsible for things like the Cydonia face on Mars and the many 
Jesuses in pieces of toast and other unlikely items, as well as our 
propensity to see cheerful plug sockets and sad looking houses. 
Now, in a paper presented at the Vision Sciences Society annual 
meeting, researchers have looked more deeply into how we 
perceive illusory faces. They collected 256 images of illusory faces 
in a variety of objects including potatoes, purses and peppers, and 
used Amazon’s Mechanical Turk system to recruit nearly 3,000 
people to rate characteristics of these faces. They discovered that 
most people saw the illusory faces as happy and young, but also 
discovered a strong gender bias, with faces being far more likely 
to be perceived as male than female. Journal of Vison, Sept 2021. 
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STRANGE DAYS 


ASTRONOMY ANOMALIES 


SPOOKY SIGNAL 

An Australian student has 
discovered a spinning object in 
the Milky Way that a research 
colleague has described as 
“spooky”. Tyrone O’Doherty, a 
student at Curtin University, 
was going through data 
collected by the Murchison 
Widefield Array radio telescope, 
using a new technique he had 
developed, when he came across 
an object releasing a blast of 
radio frequency energy fora 
full minute every 18 minutes. 
The team leader, astrophysicist 
Dr Natasha Hurley-Walker, 
said: “That was completely 
unexpected. It was kind of 
spooky for an astronomer 
because there’s nothing known 
in the sky that does that.” 
Objects that turn on and off 
are well known to astronomers, 
but none turns on for as long 
as a minute: something that 
behaves like this is “really 
weird” according to Curtin 
University astrophysicist Dr 
Gemma Anderson. By going 
back through years of data the 
research team were able to 
work out that the object is 4,000 
light years away, is extremely 
bright and has a very strong 
magnetic field. As yet, there is 
no clear indication as to what 
exactly the object might be, 


26 FT417 


although a neutron star or a 
white dwarf are candidates, 
with Dani Maoz from Tel-Aviv 
University proposing a “hot 
sub-dwarf” as the culprit. This is 
the remnant of a collapsed Sun- 
like star on its way to becoming 
a white dwarf. This one would be 
rotating at close to its maximum 
possible speed, which would 
account for its likely magnetic 
properties and its extreme 
energy emissions. 

Dr Hurley-Walker said: 
“T’m looking forward to 
understanding this object and 
then extending the search 
to find more.” Following the 
discovery, Uri Geller took it 
upon himself to warn NASA 
to prepare for an imminent 
alien invasion, saying “No 
doubt in my mind that this is 
connected to alien intelligence 
way, way superior to ours. Start 
deciphering their messages! 
They are preparing us for a mass 
landing soon!” However, Hurley- 
Walker had already addressed 
this possibility, saying: “I was 
concerned that it was aliens 
but... it [emits radiation] across 
a very wide range of frequencies 
and that means it must bea 
natural process.” Given that 
the energy has taken 4,000 
years to get here, even if it 
was an alien signal it is likely 


Uri Geller 
warned NASA 
to prepare foran 
alien invasion 


anything deciphered would be 
of limited use. BBC News, 27 
Jan{dailurecord.com29 Jan; New 
Scientist, 5 Febavi-loeb.medium| 
[com] 9 Feb 2022. 


COSMIC FILAMENTS 

Equally baffling for 
astronomers are thousands 

of mysterious strand-like 
structures emanating from 

the centre of the Milky Way. 
Known as radio filaments, these 
project from the centre of our 
galaxy and can be up to 150 
light years long. Scientists have 
known about the existence 

of these structures for some 
time, but new high-definition 
observations form the South 
African MeerKAT radio 
telescope has revealed that 
there are 10 times more of these 
structures than was previously 
thought. Believed to be made up 
of electrons bouncing through 

a magnetic field at near light 
speed, some filaments come in 
pairs while others are in equally 


Weird new discoveries, cosmic threats and 
growing evidence for life on the Red Planet 


LEFT: A MeerKAT image of the cetre 
of the Milky Way shows the large 
population of mysterious radio 
filaments. 


spaced arrays like the strings of 
a harp. “Just examining a few 
filaments makes it difficult to 
draw any real conclusion about 
what they are and where they 
came from,” said Farhad Yusef- 
Zadeh, a professor of physics 
and astronomy at Northwestern 
University in Evanston, Illinois. 
“Now, we finally see the big 
picture - a panoramic view 
filled with an abundance of 
filaments... This is a watershed 
in furthering our understanding 
of these structures.” Earlier 
research has suggested that 
there is something unknown at 
the centre of the Milky Way that 
acts as a particle accelerator, 
blasting cosmic rays outwards, 
that may also be creating these 
filaments. 

A further clue as to what 
this is may lie in MeerKAT’s 
earlier discovery of a massive 
pair of radio bubbles above and 
below the galaxy, each 25,000 
light years high, probably 
produced by an explosion from 
the galaxy’s central black hole. 
Most of the newly discovered 
filaments lie within these 
bubbles. This doesn’t answer 
all the questions about them, 
though. “We still don’t know 
why they come in clusters or 
understand how they separate, 
and we don’t know how these 
regular spacings happen,” 
Yusef-Zadeh said. “Every 
time we answer one question, 
multiple other questions arise.” 


[livescience.com]28 Jan 2022. 


SOLAR STORMS 

In 1859, the Earth experienced 
what has become known 

as The Carrington Event, 
when a solar storm produced 
a coronal mass ejection 
(CME), a blast of plasma and 
magnetic fields, that hit the 
planet. When this happens, it 
creates a geomagnetic storm, 
a compression of the Earth’s 


STRANGE DAYS 


magnetic field that can cause 
widespread disruption. The 
Carrington Event resulted in 
vivid auroras right across the 
planet, made compasses swing 
wildly and caused a partial 
collapse of telegraph systems, 
giving operators electric shocks 
and in some places melting 

the wires; an event of that 
magnitude today would cause 
massive damage to satellites, 
electricity grids, the Internet 
and radio communications. A 
smaller storm in 2003 caused 
widespread power outages 

and permanently damaged 

the electrical infrastructure. 
As a result, scientists monitor 
the Sun to try and predict 
future geomagnetic storms and 
have emergency procedures 

in place to try and minimise 
their impact. A key part of 

the predictions relies on 
understanding when in the 11- 
year solar cycle solar storms 
are most likely, and it has 
always been thought that they 
only occur during the Solar 
Maximum, when the magnetic 
activity in the Sun’s corona is 
at its highest. Understanding of 
geomagnetic storms has been 
helped by examining the traces 
they leave in tree rings and ice 
cores, enabling researchers to 
date storms from thousands 

of years ago with considerable 
accuracy. Now, a study of ice 
cores from Greenland and 
Antarctica has revealed a solar 
storm even more powerful 

than the Carrington Event, 
that hit the planet 9,200 years 
ago and which would have 
completely crippled modern 
communication systems, 
possibly for years, if it had 
struck today. More worrying for 
scientists is the fact that it came 
at completely the wrong part of 
the Solar Cycle, hitting during a 
Solar Minimum, when massive 
CMEs are least likely. This 
means that the current basis for 
predicting geomagnetic storms 
and protecting against them 

is wrong and that we could be 
caught by surprise next time 

a storm of this magnitude 

hits, plunging the Earth into 
darkness and chaos. “These 
enormous storms are currently 
not sufficiently included in risk 


assessments,” says study co- 
author Raimund Muscheler. “It 
is of the utmost importance to 
analyse what these events could 
mean for today’s technology and 
how we can protect ourselves.” 


[vascience.com]28 Jan 2022. 
TUNGUSKA X 10 


Chinese astronomers recorded 
the appearance of 69 near-Earth 
comets between 252 and 383 
AD and analysis of these has 
identified one that was so close 
that debris from it produced 

a Tunguska-like airburst over 
North America 1,600 years ago. 
While the Tunguska blast in 
1908 levelled 830 square miles 
(2,150 km’) of Siberian forest 
(FT1:12, 189:4, 411:42-43), 
artefacts and other evidence 
from 11 sites associated with 
the Hopewell culture in Ohio 
aad indicate that the 
earlier explosion set up to 
9,200 square miles (23,828 km?) 
ablaze, making it over 10 times 
larger. This suggests that the 
comet may have been the main 
cause of the Hopewell Culture’s 
sudden and rapid decline at 
around that time (sedp.12). 
“It’s hard to know exactly what 
happened. We only have a few 
points of light in the darkness,” 
said David Lentz, a professor 

of biology at the University of 
Cincinnati and co-author of the 
study. “But we have this area of 
high heat that would have been 
catastrophic for people in that 
area and beyond.” It is likely 
that the airburst would not only 
have destroyed the culture’s 
crops, but also any other source 
of food in the area. Kenneth 
Tankersley, a professor of 
anthropology at the University 
of Cincinnati’s College of 

Arts and Sciences, the study’s 
lead author, said that several 
Algonquin and Iroquoian tribes, 
descended from the Hopewell 
people, have oral histories that 
seem to describe a terrible 
catastrophe coming from the 
sky in their distant past. “The 
Miami tell of a horned serpent 
that flew across the sky and 
dropped rocks onto the land 
before plummeting into the 
river. When you see a comet 
going through the air, it would 
look like a large snake,” he said. 


“The Shawnee refer to a ‘sky 
panther’ that had the power to 
tear down forest. The Ottawa 
talk of a day when the Sun fell 
from the sky. And when a comet 
hits the thermosphere, it would 
have exploded like a nuclear 


bomb.”[techradar.com|2 Feb 
2022. 


LIFE ON MARS 
While science discovers ever 
more scary ways that things 
from space can kill us, evidence 
for life on Mars continues 
to build. In January, NASA’s 
Curiosity rover detected a 
mixture of carbon isotopes in 
the rocks of the Gale Crater 
that would be seen as a sign 
of life if found on Earth. Here, 
in organic chemicals used by 
living things, lighter carbon 
isotopes are much more 
abundant than heavier ones 
because organisms prefer to 
use the lighter form of carbon 
in metabolic or photosynthetic 
reactions. Curiosity has also 
picked up both random and 
seasonal surges in the amount 
of methane in the Martian 
atmosphere, a gas that on Earth 
is mainly produced by living 
organisms and here would be 
seen as a strong sign of beings 
with active metabolisms. 
NASA’s other rover operating 
on Mars, Perseverance, is 
2,300 miles (3,700km) away 
in the Jezero Crater, where it 
has recently observed purple 
coatings on some of the rocks on 
the crater floor. These strongly 
resemble “desert varnish”, a 


SCALE, 
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coating that grows on rocks in 
the presence of bacteria on 
Earth. Previously, the rovers 
had firmly established that 
water once existed on the 
surface of Mars, and Curiosity 
has identified signs of ancient 
hydrothermal activity where 
heat and chemical compounds 
would have been a potential 
habitat for life, just as similar 
vents are on our ocean floors. 
It has also found evidence for 
numerous organic molecules, 
the basic building blocks of life. 
Scientists, however, are 
hesitant to declare that these 
are proof of life as there remains 
the possibility that inorganic 
processes on Mars might mimic 
those of life on Earth. “Most 
carbon-related processes on 
Earth’s surface are biological, so 
to try and change our mindset 
around and think about a 
world where that might not 
be true is really a challenge,” 
says Christopher House, an 
astrobiologist at Pennsylvania 
State University. “Once you 
get out of the Earth-centric 
mindset, then you can start to 
think of these other ways in 
which Mars might behave.” 
Without actual organisms, 
scientists are not going to 
confirm that there is life on 
Mars, but Perseverance is 
collecting rock samples for a 
future mission to bring them 
back to Earth, where they 
might finally yield the proof 
scientists are searching for. 


nationalgeographic.com,|31 Jan 


2022. 


ABOVE: Hopewell Milford Earthwork (see in an 1848 survey) with its unique comet- 
shaped earthwork (B) at left — a folk memory of a cometary airburst? 
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Updates on recent news stories: sonic weapons, 
Catalan witches and Bigfoot in Staffordshire 


ABOVE LEFT: The US Embassy in Havana, where reports of mysterious symptoms first emerged. ABOVE RIGHT: Bigfoot or big blob? A still from Joshua Lester-Rigg’s video. 


HAVANA SYNDROME 
[FT414:8] 
- Havana Syndrome, 
at) aed Which, it is claimed, 
TCS s. has produced 
. debilitating 
a 4 neurological 
424" symptoms in US 
and Canadian diplomatic and 
intelligence staff around the 
world since it was first reported 
in Cuba in 2016, continues 
to baffle and confuse US 
authorities, as demonstrated 
by two contrasting reports 
recently released by bodies 
investigating the phenomenon. 
It has long been suspected that 
the cause of the syndrome is 
an unidentified hostile foreign 
power using either microwaves 
or ultrasound to attack key 
US staff, but it has so far 
proved impossible to identify 
the aggressor or come up 
with a convincing mechanism 
by which these technologies 
could be weaponised and used 
covertly. 

The first report to be issued, 
published by the CIA, looked 
at 1,000 potential Havana 
Syndrome cases and found 
very little convincing evidence 
that the syndrome exists at all, 
dismissing the vast majority of 
cases as the result of stress or 
natural causes. A CIA official 
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said it was “unlikely that a 
foreign actor, including Russia, 
is conducting a sustained, 
worldwide campaign, harming 
US personnel with a weapon or 
mechanism.” However, they did 
concede that there are around 
two dozen unexplained cases 
where the role of a foreign 
power could not be completely 
ruled out and which they are 
still investigating. 

In contrast, a second report, 
released a few days later by 
a US intelligence community 
panel of experts, concludes that 
the symptoms are “genuine 
and compelling” and could 
plausibly have been caused 
by a concealed device. This 
panel reviewed more than 
1,000 classified documents and 
interviewed an undisclosed 
number of victims; these were 
chosen because they exhibited a 
consistent set of core symptoms, 
including the sudden onset of 
sound or pressure in one ear or 
one side of the head, vertigo, 
loss of balance and ear pain 
and a “strong sense of locality 
or directionality” with no other 
explanations. The panel then 
considered five potential causes 
for these symptoms — acoustic 
signals, radiofrequency or 
other electromagnetic energy 
(including microwaves), 


radioactivity, chemical 

and biological agents, and 
environmental factors - 

and whether a concealed 
device using any of these 
could produce the reported 
symptoms. They felt that 
psychological or social factors 
could not explain the symptoms, 
saying: “Several aspects of 
this unique neurosensory 
syndrome make it unlikely 

to be caused by a functional 
neurological disorder” —i.e., it 
is not a form of mass hysteria. 
They concluded that pulsed 
electromagnetic energy in the 
radiofrequency range generated 
by devices with “non-standard 
antennas” could plausibly 
produce the core symptoms, and 
that these could be concealed, 
use only moderate power and 
produce their effects through 
both the air and the walls 

of buildings. They also felt 
that an ultrasound weapon 
was possible, but to work in 
buildings it would need to be 
closer to the target. The panel, 
however, did not go into detail 
about the possible weapons, 
and considering who might 

be responsible was outside 
their remit. The most senior 
US intelligence officials, 

US Director of National 
Intelligence Avril D Haines 


and CIA Director William J 
Burns, vowed to continue their 
efforts to get to the bottom of 
the problem, stating: “We will 
stay at it, with continued rigour, 
for however long it takes.” BBC 
News, 20 Jan, 3 Feb;leditions.cnn] 
[com]3 Feb 2022. For previous 
reports, see FT359:22, 360:14, 
363:4, 370:26- 27, 382:10-11, 
389:26-27, 401:9, 407:21, 411:26. 


WITCH PARDONS [FT415:5] 
? Following similar 
ass moves in Scotland, 
¢ Switzerland 

®B and Norway, the 
Catalan parliament 
has passed a 
resolution pardoning up to 
1,000 people condemned for 
the crime of witchcraft there 
between the 15th and 18th 
centuries. Across most of 
Spain there were few witch 
hunts because the Inquisition 
was more interested in 
rooting out heresy among 
Jews and Muslims who had 
been forcibly converted to 
Christianity after the country 
had expelled the Moors. In 
Catalonia, though, they were 
more common because much 
of the region was governed 
by feudal lords who held 
absolute power and confession 
alone was taken as proof of 


JOSHUA LESTER-RIGG / YOUTUBE 


guilt. Those condemned were 
usually hanged rather than 
burned because of a shortage 
of firewood. In some Catalan 
villages, there were resident 
witchfinders, such as Joan 
Cazabrujas (John the witch- 
hunter) from Sallent, whose 
activities led to the hanging of 
33 women. A later investigation 
by the Inquisition discovered 
that the women were innocent, 
and they had Cazabrujas 
burned at the stake. Despite its 
reputation, the Inquisition was 
sceptical about the existence of 
witches and required evidence 
beyond just confessions in 
such cases, so the accused were 
often set free. In addition to 
the pardons, four children’s 
playgrounds in the village 

of Palau-solita i Plegamans 
have been named in honour of 
executed witches and there are 
plans to name Catalan streets 
and squares after others as a 
memorial [irishtimes.com] 27 
Jan 2022. 


CANNOCK CHASE BIGFOOT 
[FT416:5] 

Cannock Chase 
eco in Staffordshire 
has seen reports 
of UFOs, big cats, 
werewolves and 
the legendary 

“pig man”. Bigfoot appears 

to be the most recent entity 

to have taken up residence 

in the woods. Last November, 
local investigator Lee Brickley 
shared photos he had taken of 
an extremely large footprint 
and claw marks on trees. A 
couple of weeks later, inspired 
by the press accounts of the 
footprint, local YouTuber 
Joshua Lester-Rigg went to 
see for himself and believes he 
successfully photographed the 
Cannock bigfoot and captured 
it on video 

). “We headed 
into some dense trees - and 
this is where I took the photo,” 
he said. “I don’t know if it is 
Bigfoot, but you can clearly see 
it looks like a kind of gorilla 
crouching... you can make out 
the knee, then the arm, then 
the head and face”. D.Star, 28 
Nov 2021. 


BS IN A NEW LIGHT 


I’ve recently had the pleasure of revisiting 
that fortean favourite the Wollaton Gnomes 
for a Pwca booklet: The Wollaton Gnomes: A 
Nottingham Fairy Mystery (a collection of 


sources and expert opinions). FT readers will 
remember that on 23 September 1979 a group 
of half a dozen school children 

in Wollaton Park, Nottingham, 


ran into some 30 small cars 1An 1 
with gnomes in (FT31:42, ONE OF BRITAIN’S 


200:34, 321:43-45, 348:23). 
The gnomes drove around and 
chased the children and the 
children then ran from the 


MOST IMPORTANT 
FORTEAN 


who also contributes a chapter) thought a 
lot more about the time of day. I had always 
imagined the sighting taking place at dusk, an 
in-between time. But the kids met the gnome 
drivers about an hour after dusk. 

You might want to think about these two 
facts for a minute. One of Britain’s most 
important post-war fortean experiences 
took place in the middle of 
a wood in the pitch black! 
(The sky was at least partly 
overcast and there was little 
moonlight.) The children (in 
fact, only three of the half 
dozen went into the trees) 
saw the gnomes in great 


park and reported the strange 


DAO ale 


([ L detail: they talked about 


event to their parents. 


The story quickly found TO U K PL AG] 


its way into the media and aes 
from there it became a staple IN H ir p 
of fortean compendia. The , 
encounter is exceptionally BLAC 
well documented - we have 

interviews, reports and 

retrospectives — and reading 

the sources side by side it is possible to 

recreate the events of that distant Sunday 

night in some detail. One of several points that 
came out of this rereading is the exact location 

of the sighting within the park and the light 
conditions. I have, thanks in large part to 

Frank Earp (who contributes a chapter), 

been able to pin down the place where the 

kids ran into the impossible. It was a clump 

of dense muddy woodland on the northern 

margins of the park known as the Swamps: 

many an adventuring child lost a shoe there 

in the 1970s. I have also (thanks to Dan Green 


patches on trousers and 
white beards with black tips. 
But how? This lack of light 
i e H bothered Marjorie Johnson 
(sometime secretary of the 
KI Fairy Investigation Society) 
and Robin Aldridge (the 
headmaster who interviewed 
the children). Marjorie, who 
dedicated a chapter to Wollaton in Seeing 
Fairies, suggested that the gnomes had their 
own luminosity. Perhaps. Robin Aldridge 
asked the children repeatedly about this 
lack of light in his interview with the three 
witnesses. They talked of distant streetlights 
and one child talked vaguely about a light 
hanging from a tree within the Swamps. The 
case is more complicated than this brief 
outline might suggest. But the lack of light 
should encourage us to reassess and perhaps 
to reframe what really happened on that 
autumn night in 1979. 


rrai7_ 29 
ww.forteantimes.cot 


ASSAP’S UFO DRIVE 

Robert Moore has been elected Vice 
Chairman for the Association for the Scientific 
Study of Anomalous Phenomena (ASSAP). 

In this role he intends to widen ASSAP’s 
coverage of UFOs. 

His interest in UFOs was sparked by the 
British UFO waves of the 1970s and he has 
written numerous articles on the subject. In 
1999 he produced ‘My Ufology Handbook’, 
an online guide to investigating UFOs that 
has been updated several times since then. 
There are plans to physically publish an 
amended version of the guide later this year, 
with several new sections, most notably on 
significant British UFO sighting claims. In 
2002 he produced a widely circulated digital 
update of Jenny Randles’s 1981 book UFO 
Study. One section — a flowchart detailing 
common explanations for ‘UFO’ reports — has 
been widely reproduced since then. 

Robert is pleased that UFOs are being 
taken more seriously now. “I remember all 
the ridicule | had to put up with for being 
interested in this subject,” he says. In 
regard to what UFOs could be, Robert added: 
“Given the findings relating to exo-planets 
and the recent developments in the United 
States with the Nimitz event (and the various 
released footage) we need to be ever open 
to the fact that some inexplicable UFO events 
may be instigated by exotic devices with 
equally exotic origins. Or, of course, in relation 
to the latter, they could be sophisticated 
drones from foreign powers! 

“Equally we need to heed the numerous 
cases that involve associated effects 
such as the Oz Factor (a zone of ‘oddness’ 
associated with some high strangeness 
events, first noted by Jenny Randles). Also 
those events with data-elements hinting at a 
commonality between some ‘UFO’ incidents 
and spontaneous paranormal events; which 
is why ASSAP has an interest in UFOs to begin 
with. 

“| have long suspected that (as with IFOs) 
‘UFO’ is effectively an umbrella term for 
‘exotic things’ that people associate with 
‘UFOs’. What if we have several separate 
causative factors generating inexplicable 
‘UFO’ reports? Of course, many experienced 
European researchers believe the UFO 
problem predominately has a psychosocial 
causation. We in ASSAP are equally open 
to that possibility. After all, even if a sizable 
number of events have exotic ‘nuts and bolts’ 
causation, psychosocial factors are still going 
to influence them, much like everything else. 
Even life itself is a boiling cauldron of psycho- 
social factors!” 
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Moore sees ASSAP as an organisation 
that enables ‘cross-anomalies studies,’ 
and where “different ‘damned’ data can 
be compared and any links noted. We like 
to examine both past and current reports 
along with their associated issues. We have 
revisited Rendlesham and Adamski and 
hope to review other past significant events 
in the future.” For further information email: 


investigations@assap.ac.uk' 


VERGING ON THE RIDICULOUS 

The US National Defense Authorization Act 
approved the establishment of an office for 
the study of UAPs, which should be up and 
running in the Summer of 2022. Vicente-Juan 
Ballester Olmos has produced a handy guide 
to the main objectives of this Act and how it 
will be operated, but he is not impressed by 
the fact that it was instigated by pressure 
from a tribe of credulous politicians, gullible 
supporters, powerful personalities and 
journalists who have a blind belief in alien 
visitors. Like many of us who have seen it 

all before, we have to agree with Olmos that 
“the United States of America may be on 

the verge of being the object of tremendous 
ridicule at a global level if there are no UAP 

at all, neither its own aircraft, nor foreign 
ones, just multiple phenomena of an ordinary 
nature.” 


LEFT: Our own Jenny Randles features as ‘The High 
Priestess’ in the Ufology Tarot. 


USAF AND UAPs 
Rather than being pleased with the recent 
developments, Chris Mellon, former 

Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for 
Intelligence, is outraged by the United States 
Air Force’s lack of interest in UAPS compared 
to the US Navy’s candour. He outlines the 
many systems the USAF uses to monitor the 
skies and berates its contemptuous attitude 
to reporting of UAPs. Perhaps this is due to 
them getting flak when they ran Project Blue 
Book. Have they decided to avoid the issue of 
alien visitations and exotic UFO theories that 
distract them from more real threats to the 
nation? Or have the Men In Black infiltrated 
them big time 


THE UFOLOGY TAROT 
The Ufology Tarot is is a project to produce 

22 high-quality UFO-themed tarot cards. They 
are being produced by artist Miguel Romero, 
in cooperation with ufologists and occultists, 
to provide a fresh perspective on the subject. 
Already, cards have been created depicting 
Jacques Vallée (The Magician), Betty and 
Barney Hill (The Lovers) and FT’s very own 
Jenny Randles (The High Priestess). A book 

of the images and prints should also be 
available by November 2022: 


AAP CONFERENCE 

The 2022 Scientific Coalition for UAP Studies 
AAP Conference is scheduled for 3-5 June at 
the Rocket City Tavern & Conference Center, 
Huntsville, Alabama, and online. The keynote 
speaker will be Ryan Graves and other 
presenters include Alexander Wendt, Ted 
Peters, Kevin Knuth and Matthew Szydagis, 
John Alexander and Hakan Kayal. To register 
for this event go to:|www.explorescu.org/ 


THE BLACK VAULT 

John Greenewald Jr.’s The Black Vault website 
hosts 3,066,559 pages of declassified 
government documents. Under the UFO 
Phenomena section he provides a vast 
selection of documents from the likes of 
NASA, NSA, the FBI and our own UK National 
Archives relating to mystery drones, flying 
saucer encounters, and ET communication 
theories. This is the best resource of its 

kind in the world to access both historical 
government UFO files and the latest releases. 


www. theblackvault.com/documentarchive, 


UFO FILES / UFO CASEBOOK 


Perceiving UFOs as novel phenomena 
occurring within our atmosphere, as they 
are by any reasonable definition, appears 
both common sense and good science. 
But as we saw last month, it took a long 
time for UFO investigators and scientists 

to reach that sensible starting point amid 
much mutual distrust. Indeed, while they 
eventually did so, they still seem reluctant to 
credit one another with sound reasoning or 
to trust the ‘other side’ at all when dealing 
with what we now call UAP: Unidentified 
Atmospheric (or Aerial) Phenomena. 

Assuming as a start point that UAP are 
machines constructed on another world to 
fly across vast reaches of the galaxy and 
kidnap someone driving home, scare the 
heck out of them and promptly ‘fly off’ is — 
when you put it like that — a bit of a stretch, 
and not what someone thinking objectively 
would choose as a primary hypothesis. 

It’s akin to finding a preferred theory and 
looking for anything to prove it, as opposed 
to collating data and following scientific 
method wherever it may lead — which would 
reasonably see the UAP concept as the 
right starting point; let’s first eliminate the 
scientifically possible before tiptoeing into 
laa land. 

Happily, we do now seem to have reached 
the point of recognising that UAP are real; 
we have evidence supporting them and 
agree that before we go hunting for little 
green men it might be wise to figure out 
the cause of the little green blobs of energy 
in the atmosphere that may or may not 
pose a threat to the extensive air traffic 
crisscrossing our skies. 

That threat definitely exists. In a coming 
issue | will look at some of the possible 
instances outside of the UFO records where 
a UAP might indeed have constituted a 
major threat to life, and how the UAP/UFO 
divide might have too long delayed sensible 
research that could save lives. 

However, for now we do have some good 
news. The footage of UAP made public 
in the US two or three years ago — as 
discussed in these pages by Nigel Watson 
and myself — has shaken both the military 
and scientists out of their slumber over 
whether to take ‘UFO’ data seriously. 

Professor Carol Cleland at the University 
of Boulder in Colorado is one scientist 
who has made the shift. As a girl, she was 
fascinated by science fiction and became 
a UFO enthusiast, collating reports in a 
scrapbook, just as many UFO investigators 
(me included) did back in the day. However, 


she abandoned her active interest in ufology 
after she entered the realms of academia, 
and it’s not hard to see why. The divide 
between what science does and what 
ufology proclaims is often a gulf too wide to 
breach. 

Her university has a very close association 
with UFOs: it was where the Condon report, 
which ended the days of Project Blue Book 
and all ‘official’ US government interest in 
UFOs, was based in the late 1960s. | had 
the good fortune to drive there with Dr J 
Allen Hynek — Blue Book’s science adviser 
throughout its existence (as recently seen 
on TV, very loosely dramatised in two series 
of Project Blue Book with Aidan Gillen as 
Hynek). In 1983 (just three years before 
Cleland arrived there as a young postgrad) 
| met some of the scientists at the Boulder 
complex who were involved in the study, 
and through Allen’s eyes saw why he felt 
they had let a big opportunity slip through 
the hands of proper scientific research. 
Giving up legitimate UFO science left it to 
the conspiracy theorists, which is why Hynek 
and others then formed the Center for UFO 
Studies to try to redress the balance. 

Cleland is now living her dream as part 
of the SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial 
Intelligence) team, where she engages in 
the scientific search for life ‘out there’. She 
admits that as a young UFO enthusiast she 
was driven by the hope that these reports 
described alien visitors, as this seemed a 
reasonable possibility to consider. Indeed, 
it was for a time — but the gap between 
a scientist and a ufologist seems to be 
— as she soon discovered — knowing the 
difference between possibility and reality 
and understanding the kind of evidence 
you need, beyond hope or expectation, to 
separate one from the other. 

Even so, she agrees that the images 
captured off the Pacific coast by military 
aircraft with sophisticated cameras and 
technology are key and have transformed 


THE REAL-LIFE X-FILES 


the debate on UAP from an academic one to 
one based on hard science. Cleland thinks 
that, as of now, no known atmospheric 
phenomenon can explain them. | agree; 
but the next step for a scientist should 

be to ask what other kind of novel 
atmospheric phenomenon (UAP) might 
these things represent? SETI would only 

be a consideration if these others were off 
the table. Either way, science is at long last 
embracing the UFO (or UAP) mystery and 
that is a very good thing. 

| mooted a plan in a recent column in 
which the UFO community would coordinate 
a team of high-spec video cameras trained 
on the sky, especially in known areas of 
UAP activity. In this way, remote surveillance 
could transform investigation from the old 
skywatch days that older UFO enthusiasts 
will recall — a modern way of upping our 
game. Needless to say, nothing came of my 
suggestion. There is no coordination left to 
any UK-based UFO investigation these days 
— just random pockets of Internet activity. 

Elsewhere, however, Harvard 
astrophysicist Avi Loeb has seriously 
argued that a strangely shaped object a 
few hundred feet long that passed through 
our Solar System in 2017 and was named 
‘Oumuamua (FT404:14) might have been 
an unmanned extraterrestrial probe sent 
across deep space looking for ‘alien’ life 
— that life being us! While many scientists 
dispute that option, and the debate goes 
on as to what the rocky object really was, it 
has nonetheless helped attract finance of 
$1.7 million from rich backers, allowing Loeb 
to announce Project Galileo (FT410:30, 
414:6-7) — a network of small, high 
resolution telescopes located globally and 
set up to record the sky remotely, hoping 
to capture a definitive image of what we 
used to call a UFO. Of course, what | had 
suggested was nothing like as sophisticated 
— though in our case money was a barrier as 
vast as space. 

Nonetheless, we are on the verge of a 
major breakthrough in the legitimisation of 
this phenomenon, one that UFO researchers 
whose minds are stuck in the 1950s need to 
embrace swiftly; if they don’t, then science 
alone will run with it and take over the 
subject we have researched for many years. 
If we’re not careful, we will (deservedly) forfeit 
all input into the understanding of the UFO 
mystery and become merely an astrocomical 
footnote, bystanders in the history of our 
own subject. It’s now or never for ufology to 
make that final step into the real world... 
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THE MYSTERTES OF 
LOOKOUT MOUNTAIN 


In the heart of Los Angeles, filmmaking capital of the world, a top-secret military-run movie studio 
may have been involved in brainwashing the 1960s counterculture. BRIAN J ROBB examines the weird 
mysteries surrounding the Lookout Mountain Laboratory, involving Hollywood stars, alien autopsies, 


and protest rock music... 


idden in the 
Hollywood Hills 
there was a top- 
secret film studio, 
administered by 
the US Department 
of Defense, that is enveloped 
in strange mysteries. Lookout 
Mountain Laboratory, located 
in the heights of Laurel 
Canyon in Los Angeles, was 
a secret base of operations 
for Cold War filmmakers and 
scientists. Its story, however, 
reaches beyond those secret, 
but confirmed, areas into the 
1960s counter-culture, the rise 
of the hippies, and a notorious 
‘psyops’ conspiracy that may 
have used the doped-up denizens 
of Laurel Canyon as unwitting 
test subjects. Add in Marilyn Monroe, 
escapologist Harry Houdini, Joker star Jared 
Leto, the Manson murders, and a possible 
alien autopsy and you have the perfect 
Hollywood conspiracy. 


THE SECRET STUDIO 

The summit of Laurel Canyon, dubbed 
Lookout Mountain, has always been an area 
of prime real estate. Offering amazing views 
across Los Angeles, the San Fernando Valley, 
and as far out as Catalina Island, it was 
initially an isolated outpost. By the 1940s, 
Laurel Canyon and Lookout Mountain 

were much more accessible, but still seen 

as separate from the rest of Los Angeles. 

It was, therefore, the ideal location for 

the American military to establish a top- 
secret film studio that was near Hollywood, 
but not of Hollywood. Following the first 
nuclear tests in 1945, there was a need to 


document progress through film. A specialist : 


photographic unit was established, with 
the military settling on the still isolated 
Lookout Mountain for a base; close enough 
to the city, but sufficiently out of the way 
to be largely ignored. The Los Angeles 
Flight Control Centre, built in 1941 at 8935 
Wonderland Avenue at a cost of $132,000, 
had served as a World War II air defence 
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LAUREL CANYON 


WAS THE IDEAL 
LOCATION FOR A 
SECRET STUDIO 


centre. It closed when the Air Force had no 
further need for it, allowing the new 1352"4 
Motion Picture Squadron to move in from 
1947. The property was remodelled and 
expanded over the years, and at its height 
in the 1950s and 1960s, Lookout Mountain 
Laboratory featured a large sound stage, a 
chemical laboratory, five underground film 
vaults, a quartet of editing rooms, a sound 
department, an animation department, and 
a pair of screening rooms - everything a 
mini-film studio needed. 

The Motion Picture Squadron based 
at Lookout Mountain aimed to document 
the United States’ ongoing nuclear 
weapons tests. Those films of mushroom 
cloud explosions and houses being 
blown away by a nuclear blast, as seen 
in countless documentaries and as stock 
footage in B-movies, were the work of 


LEFT AND FACING PAGE: 
Lookout Mountain was 
most active through the 
1950s and 1960s. 


Lookout Mountain. 
Atomic weapons 
tests, including 
Operation Sandstone 
and Operation 
Greenhouse, were 
filmed. Their official 
mission was “to 
provide in service 
production of 
classified motion 
pictures and still 
photographs for 

the Department 

of the Air Force in 
support of the Atomic Energy program 
and to provide such additional motion 
picture and still photography as directed 


by the Commanding General, Air Pictorial 


Service”. 
Over the years, the duties of the 
250-strong staff - half military, half civilian 


: —expanded to encompass the provision of 


accurate maps of the world to the US Air 


Force, all Air Force training films, public 
: information films, and Air Force staff 
: newsreels. Over 20 years, they completed 


around 6,500 short films. Much of the work 


: was classified Top Secret and those involved 
: were prohibited from ever talking about any 


of it. Some of the material was specifically 
produced for public consumption, usually 
propaganda to show the American military 


: in the best possible light. As well as footage 


chronicling nuclear tests, the facility 
produced live action training films and 
animations outlining various scientific and 


military topics. For much of its existence, 
; Lookout Mountain was the largest self- 


contained film studio in Hollywood. 
Being so close to Hollywood, it was 


: inevitable that the facility would co-opt 


the services of several stars. Among those 


: who either narrated or appeared in these 


secret military films were James Stewart, 
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ABOVE LEFT: Staff Air Force officers assigned to Lookout Mountain. Commanding Officer Lt Col James P Warndorf is seated at the head of the table. ABOVE RIGHT: 
Photographic equipment on a Lookout Mountain Laboratory soundstage. BELOW: Jim Morrison of The Doors and his father US Admiral George Stephen Morrison. 


Bob Hope, Gregory Peck, Glenn Ford 

and Lee Marvin. The site also provided 

a workplace for many who’d come to the 
end of their mainstream careers, mainly 
writers, directors, animators, and editors 
who could no longer get work at the studios. 
Filmmakers with track records at MGM, 
Warner Bros, RKO and Universal worked at 
Lookout Mountain, many of them veterans 
of Frank Capra and John Ford’s World War 
II film units or veteran war photographers. 
Much of the focus of Lookout Mountain’s 
1960s output was on the growing conflict in 
Vietnam, with films documenting Air Force 
activities and operations, including rescue 
attempts to recover downed pilots. The 
filming of underground and atmospheric 
nuclear tests continued to be the main focus 
of the Motion Picture Squadron, with some 
tests filmed in 3D and VistaVision. As the 
1960s came to a close, operations at Lookout 
Mountain also wound down. By July 1968, 
personnel and equipment were relocated to 
Norton Air Force Base in California. The site 
was officially decommissioned and sold off 
the following year. 


A PSYCHEDELIC TRIP 

That, at least, is the official story of Lookout 
Mountain. Rumours about a military-run 
secret movie studio in the Hollywood Hills 
circulated in the 1960s. The US government, 
the CIA, and the American military all 
denied them. The existence of Lookout 
Mountain was finally declassified a couple 
of years before the turn of the century, 
revealing the true extent of the military’s 
Top Secret motion picture studio. Officially, 
at least, the site was nothing more than 

a processing facility for Atomic Energy 
Commission films. If that was the case, why 
the extensive sound stage, editing, and 
post-production facilities? Given that the 
location and activities at the site had been 
kept secret so long, what else had been 
going on at Lookout Mountain during the 
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LAUREL CANYON WAS 
A HAVEN WHERE 
DRUGS AND 'FREE 
LOVE' RULED 


two decades it was active? Its location in 
Laurel Canyon, home of the 1960s counter- 
culture hippie music scene, has given rise to 
a whole host of mysteries. 

During the 1960s, the Laurel Canyon 
area around the Lookout Mountain facility 
became a magnet for musicians, stoners, 
hippies, and dropouts. Property was cheap 
and the living was easy - the area had a 
distinctive ‘rustic village’ feel that made 
it very different from urban Los Angeles. 
Among those resident in Laurel Canyon’s 
bucolic hippie commune during this period 
were Jim Morrison of The Doors, Frank 
Zappa, Mama Cass and John Phillips, 
members of The Byrds, and David Crosby. 


With the Vietnam war raging, Laurel Canyon 
was a retreat, a haven where drugs and 

‘free love’ ruled and many a protest song 
was composed into the wee small hours 

of a summer’s night. The proximity of all 

this activity to the US government’s secret 
propaganda production facility has raised a 
few eyebrows. 

Was the creative outpouring from Laurel 
Canyon in the 1960s as undirected and 
spontaneous as it seemed, or was something 
else driving it? According to David 
McGowan, writing in Weird Scenes Inside 
the Canyon: Laurel Canyon, Covert Ops & 

The Dark Side of the Hippie Dream, this burst 
of creativity was not as spontaneous as it 
appeared. McGowan’s overarching theory 
connects admitted US government mind 
control projects, like MK-ULTRA (the CIA’s 
programme of research into behavioural 
modification, revealed in 1975), the use of 
LSD on unknowing individuals and groups, 
and infiltration of counterculture groups 
by state agents, with the production and 
dissemination of pop music intended to 
influence the behaviour of listeners (mainly 
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ABOVE: Frank Zappa, with wife Gail and daughter Moon Unit, at the time they were living in Tom Mix’s ‘log cabin’. 


BELOW: The site of the house with its caves and tunnels today; it burned down on Hallowe’en 1981. 


young people). 

The power of music is widely recognised, 
so if the Establishment wanted to control 
or direct the youth of 1960s America, what 
better way to do it than through their music? 
The hidden agendas of power networks have 
been frequently revealed to drive cultural 
movements, which were infiltrated by agents 
of the state to redirect or control their 
activities, in this case effectively subverting 
the anti-Vietnam war protests. 

McGowan reports on a group of young, not 
particularly talented (Jim Morrison never 
learned to read music or play instruments), 
musicians and performers who just happen 
to have spontaneously gathered within a 
stone’s throw of a secret US government 
installation. Many of them had parents with 
military or military intelligence connections. 
That might not seem as odd as McGowan 
claims when you consider they were the 
first generation to come of age following the 
Second World War; of course, many of their 
parents had played some wartime role, as 
had much of the US population. Nonetheless, 
it is still notable just how many of these 


counter-culture figures had military fathers. 
Jim Morrison’s father was US Navy Admiral 
George Stephen Morrison, involved in the 
1964 Tonkin Gulf incident that was used to 
justify greater US involvement in Vietnam; 
Frank Zappa’s father was a chemical warfare 
specialist working at Edgewood Arsenal, 
linked to MK-ULTRA; John Phillips, of the 
Mama and the Papas, was the son of a US 
Marine Corps Captain and had a mother 
who laid claim to psychic powers; and David 
Crosby was the son of a US Major and 
intelligence operative and part of a highly 
influential extended Establishment family. 
That’s just a handful of examples. Were all 
these well-connected people genuine rebels? 
Were they gathered together deliberately, or 
at least encouraged (perhaps even unknown 
to them) to congregate in this isolated 
bubble outside of mainstream Los Angeles? 
McGowan suggests “the entire youth culture 
of the 1960s was created not as a grass roots 
challenge to the status quo but as a cynical 
exercise in discrediting and marginalising 
the budding anti-war movement, creating 

a fake opposition that could be easily 


Those involved in the infamous 1969 
Manson murders (see FT383:34- 
40) all had curious connections with 
Laurel Canyon. Two of the victims of 
Manson’s Family, Abigail Folger and 
Wojciech Frykowski, rented a home 
in the Canyon and mixed with many 
who lived there. Hairdresser Jay 
Sebring (who styled Jim Morrison’s 
distinctive barnet) was another victim 
of Manson who lived at the mouth 

of Laurel Canyon. Sharon Tate was a 
frequent Laurel Canyon visitor, being 
friends with Folger, Cass Elliot, and 
John Phillips. Those directly linked 

to Manson himself also had Canyon 
connections. Both Charles ‘Tex’ 
Watson and Bobby Beausoleil lived 
in Laurel Canyon at various times in 
the late 1960s. Just about the only 
one involved without a Laurel Canyon 
connection was Roman Polanski. 

Of course, the Manson murders 
have long been regarded as another 
possible CIA plot against the 1960s 
counter-culture. Tom O’Neill’s 
Chaos: Charles Manson, the CIA, 
and the Secret History of the Sixties 
explores the idea that Manson 
himself was another guinea pig in 
the CIA’s experiments in mind control 
using LSD. Possibly, the Manson 
Family murders were ‘programmed’ 
activity or a side-effect of attempts 
to manipulate the minds of those 
who defiantly stood against the 
Establishment. O’Neill suggests that 
Manson learnt these techniques and 
used a variant of them to recruit and 
‘programme’ Family members himself. 
One more connection: Manson was 
a huge fan of Laurel Canyon resident 
Robert Heinlein’s 1961 science fiction 
novel Stranger in a Strange Land. 
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ABOVE: Images from the 1967 film Lookout Mountain Air Force Station, marked “To be shown to authorised 
personnel ONLY”. Animators and film editors are some of the staff seen at work. 


controlled and led astray.” 

If so, what were they being used for? 
One theory is that the Establishment 
needed to create or encourage an outlet for 
generational unrest. Rather than rioting in 
the streets (and, inevitably, there was some, 
such as at the DNC Chicago convention of 
1968), it would be better for the energies of 
young people to be channelled into protest 
songs and to be expended at concerts rather 
than in fighting their elders. The occult take 
on this proposal is that this was actually a 
process of harvesting young people’s natural 
energy in which the facility at Lookout 
Mountain was involved in syphoning off 
the collective unconscious of an entire 
generation. What was that ‘energy’ to be 
used for? One suggestion is an expansion of 
the Montauk Project, where psychological 
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warfare techniques were being developed. 
There have also been suggestions that 
attempts were made at Montauk to opena 
door to another dimension (the inspiration 
for the Netflix series Stranger Things; see 
FT347:58-59). Could something similar have 
been happening at Lookout Mountain? 

On the surface, the Lookout Mountain 
Laboratory compound looked ordinary 
enough, but much of the interior of the 
building was underground, built deep into 
the hills of Laurel Canyon itself. 

Whether occult in nature or purely 
practical, whatever may have been going 
on at Lookout Mountain was all over by 
1969. Many of those who may have been 
the subjects, unwitting or otherwise, of 
such psyops were to die between 1969 and 
1971, often at the age of 27. McGowan 


suggests this was a “clean-up”, the state 
effectively shutting down its operations in 
a ruthless manner and removing evidence 
of an experiment in mind control by the 
CIA. Laurel Canyon residents Morrison, 
Hendrix, and Janis Joplin all died of drug 
overdoses, aged 27 (the notorious “27 Club”; 
see FT280:57-59). Others also expired 
unexpectedly, including Gram Parsons, Cass 
Elliot, and Tim Buckley. Pursuing an anti- 
Establishment music career near Lookout 
Mountain in the late-1960s, early-1970s 
could be hazardous to your health. 
McGowan may be on to something... 
or not. He’s assembled a jigsaw puzzle of 
information, but whether the end result 
matches the picture on the box is another 
matter. However, in the words of the Buffalo 
Springfield song “For What It’s Worth”: 
“There’s something happening here... what 
it is ain’t exactly clear.” Forced to choose, 
it seems most likely that a CoIntelPro 
operation was being run out of Lookout 
Mountain - the film production work for 
the US military providing a handy cover. 
Such counter intelligence programmes have 
been proven to have been run by wings of 
the US government between the late-1950s 
and the dawn of the 1980s, notably in the 
surveillance, disruption, and infiltration 
of feminist groups, the Communist Party, 
anti-Vietnam war protesters, and the 
Black Panther movement. It seems likely 
something similar was tried with the 
burgeoning anti-Establishment hippie 
movement of the mid-to-late 1960s clustered 
around Laurel Canyon. It’s certainly more 
likely than energy vampires, dimensional 
portals, or alien infestation. 


There are several other mysteries that 
emerge from the area immediately around 
Lookout Mountain Laboratory. Whether 
that’s due to the presence of the facility or 
simply because the area was a liminal space 
that attracted weirdness, Laurel Canyon has 
played host to all sorts of weird tales and 
notable eccentrics. 

First up is the so-called Houdini Estate 
at 2400 Laurel Canyon Boulevard. Built in 
1915 as a Mediterranean-style villa, the huge 
property included 11 bedrooms, a ballroom, 
and a 15-ft (4.6m) stage. The estate included 
a four-bedroom guest house right across the 
street. The extensive surviving grounds have 
long been dubbed the “Houdini Estate”, 
but there is little evidence that escapologist 
Harry Houdini ever actually lived there. 
Instead, when Houdini came to California 
in 1919 to make a couple of movies (some 
of The Grim Game was filmed in Laurel 
Canyon), he rented the guest house, long 
since destroyed in one of Laurel Canyon’s 
many mysterious fires. After Houdini’s death 
on 31 October 1926, at the age of 52, his 
widow Bess returned to live in the Laurel 
Canyon guest house and held annual séances 
(up to 1935) in an attempt to contact her late 
husband. The main building and grounds, 
built and owned by department store owner 
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WHO WOULD LIVE IN A HOUSE LIKE THIS...? 


ABOVE LEFT AND RIGHT: The Lookout Mountain Laboratory as it appeared in recent years, complete with obligatory swimming pool. BELOW: An aerial view of 


the property. BOTTOM LEFT AND RIGHT: Current owner of Lookout Mountain Jared Leto and one-time resident Dehl Berti. 


Lookout Mountain Laboratory 
finally closed its doors as 

a US government facility in 
1969. There was interest 

in turning the studio into a 
civilian facility as early as 
1967. Gregory Peck — who'd 
worked on films at Lookout 
Mountain — approached the 
Air Force about taking over 
the facility for the American 
Film Institute, but this came 
to nothing. 

In the 1970s, the now 
private property was owned 
by Chiricuhua Apache actor 
Dehl Berti, best known for 
playing Native Americans 
in television Westerns like 
Bonanza and Gunsmoke. 
Berti was understood to be 
the second private owner of 
Lookout Mountain, having 
paid just $50,000 for the 
property. He reportedly 
discovered material left 
behind by the military, 
including maps of atomic 
bomb target sites painted 
on the floor of the sound 
stage. Berti also alleged 
that the site had been 
used to film “back- 
up” material for 
the 1969 US Moon 
landing to be used 
if the television 
transmission of 
the real thing 
failed. Berti lost 
the property when 
he went broke b 
in the early 
1980s. 
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Lookout Mountain passed 
through the hands of various 
owners in the 1980s, 
including a real estate 
developer and a computer 
software developer. The latter 
managed to revamp much of 
the property into a habitable 

home. In 1994, the site 


"th, was sold at auction to 


Me 


attorney and former 
judge John Lardner 
and his partner artist 
Mark Lipscomb 
for $750,000. 
. Lipscomb used 
} the soundstage 
} as an artist’s 
¥ studio and 
converted 
y many of the 
} larger rooms into 
' galleries to display 
his work. The pair 
occupied the 


7, expansive home- 


: gallery until 2010, when they 


put it on the market. The 


: asking price was $6 million, 


but the property failed to sell. 
In 2012, the building 


: was rented to celebrity 


rehab facility One8O Centre, 


: which aimed to house up 
: to 18 residents at a cost 
; of $50,000 each per 


month. Known as a high- 


end rehab facility for 


Hollywood stars and the 


: wealthy, the One80 

> story ended in tragedy 
: when two residents 

: died — one a drugs 

> overdose, the other a 
: drowning, neither 

* at Lookout 


Mountain. 


: According to 
> the Hollywood 
: Reporter 


investigation: 
“There had 


been big plans to renovate 
[Lookout Mountain] into a 
chic, loft-like refuge, boasting 
a top-tier gym and a state- 
of-the-art recording studio.” 
The deaths put the kibosh on 
those plans, and the entire 
One80 operation was shut 
down shortly thereafter. 

In 2015, Lookout Mountain 
was declared a Los Angeles 
Historic-Cultural Monument, 
and it was bought (again as 
a private residence) by actor 
and musician Jared Leto 
(the Joker in Suicide Squad, 
2018) for $5 million. “It is a 
former top-secret Air Force 
facility,” Leto told Live with 
Kelly and Ryan of his unusual 
Laurel Canyon home. “It’s a 
really fun place, it’s a piece 
of history... there were 300 
soldiers that all had Top 
Secret clearance that worked 
up there.” 

Recognition of the site as 
a cultural monument meant 
that Leto (and any future 

owners) would be limited 
in what renovations, 
demolition, or further 
development they 
could carry out 
at the property. In 
2017, Leto sold his 
previous Cahuenga 
Pass house 
for over $2 
million, 
suggesting 
he’s intent 
on staying 
at Lookout 
Mountain for 
a while. 
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NATIONAL ARCHIVES AND RECORDS ADMINISTRATION 


ABOVE LEFT: Actor Reed Hadley on the set of a 1952 Lookout Mountain film about Pacific nuclear tests, Operation Ivy. ABOVE RIGHT: The mystery Marilyn Monroe foot- 
age turned out to be from an unreleased propaganda film warning servicemen not to be “careless” with atomic secrets. BELOW: The Operation Castle nuclear test. 


Ralf M Walker, went down in history as the 
Houdini Estate when it was no such thing. 
After 1935 various people rented the 
property, including evangelist Joe Jeffers, 

who established the Temple of Yahweh, 
and poet Lee Alden (known as the Green 
Virgin). In 1954, Fania Pearson obtained 
the property, planning to establish a girls’ 
school there. The 1959 fire wiped out both 
buildings and caused an estimated $2 
million in damage. The scorched remains 
of the ‘Houdini Mansion’ were finally 
demolished in 1970. All that remained 
were the underground tunnels (originally 
accessible via elevator from the guest 
house) that linked both buildings under 
the road, the stone walkways and various 
caves. In the 1960s and 1970s the area 
became a squat for hippies, dropouts, and 
the homeless including one resident who 
styled himself ‘Robin Hood’ and 
believed Laurel Canyon to be 
Sherwood Forest. Would-be 
magicians stopped off 
at the Houdini ruins to 
practise their craft, and 
there were claims that 
the site was haunted by 
Houdini’s ghost. 

Between 1989, when 
the then 70-year-old 
Pearson sold up, and 2012, 
the property went through 
several owners, including a 
Georgia antique dealer who rapidly sold 
off anything he found that might - however 
remotely — be connected to Houdini. In 
2012, the property was bought and restored. 
It is now an opulent guest house that can 
be rented for $2,000 per night and is often 
booked for corporate or media events. Now 
officially named “The Houdini Estate”, 
the five acres are littered with statues and 
busts of the magician, stone walkways (some 
of them the originals that survived the 
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THE SHOOT TOOK 
PLACE IMMEDIATELY 
BEFORE A THERMO- 


NUCLEAR TEST 


1959 blaze), and hidden grottos, while the 
interiors feature many portraits of Houdini. 
The underground tunnels linking the 
properties associated with Houdini are 
far from the only ones beneath Laurel 
Canyon. Due to the labyrinthine nature of 
the winding hillside lanes and the fact the 
area was packed with tunnels and caves, 
the canyon was home to brothels and 
speakeasies during Prohibition and long 
after. The grounds of Tom Mix’s ‘log 
cabin’ (later home to both Frank 
Zappa and Charles Manson 
and his Family) was also 
home to secret tunnels 
and an extensive cave 
system that stretched into 
the mountainside. Much 
of Lookout Mountain 
Laboratory was itself 
located underground; the 
surface buildings are all 
low-level one or two-storey 
structures, but the majority of the 
base facilities were deep in the caverns. 
In fact, the entire area of Los Angeles is 
reputedly riddled with interconnecting 
tunnel systems, stretching from Santa 
Monica Bay as far inland as Laurel Canyon 
and beyond. There were also rumours of 
‘lizard people’ patrolling or living in these 
tunnels. Could such fantasy figures be 
misdirection to disguise guards in the secret 
tunnel system or deliberate misinformation 
seeded to discredit anyone who came across 


the subterranean routes? 


MARILYN'S MOVIE MYSTERY 

If there is one Hollywood star who features 
in conspiracy theories, it is Marilyn Monroe. 
There’s long been a mystery surrounding 
footage of Monroe lounging by a pool 
repeatedly saying the phrase “I hate a 
careless man” in a sultry tone. These clips 
did not come from any known Monroe movie. 
As she was also seen drinking Coca Cola, 

it was long assumed to have been a shoot 
for an abandoned advert. Alternatively, 

as Monroe was wearing the same red 
swimsuit she sported in How To Marry A 
Millionaire (1953), it was thought the clip 
might be from promotional material related 
to that film. For the conspiracy-minded, 
however, photographs of the making of 

this strange film revealed something else 
entirely: camera equipment boxes clearly 
labelled “Lookout Mt. Laboratory”. 

This notorious shoot took place at silent 
comedian Harold Lloyd’s opulent Greenacres 
estate in the Hollywood Hills. Lloyd was a 
keen amateur photographer who captured 
images of movie stars and models (some of 
them nude) as a sideline after the end of 
his filmmaking career. The shoot took place 
immediately before Operation Castle, a 1954 
thermonuclear test that was larger than 
expected and dosed the Marshall Islanders, 
test personnel, and Japanese fishermen 
with heavy radiation. To reinforce the 
secrecy of these tests, the Motion Picture 
Squadron based at Lookout Mountain 
produced a series of propaganda films for 
the servicemen involved, modelled after 
WWII campaigns like “Careless Talk Costs 
Lives” and “Loose Lips Sink Ships”. Slogans 
on posters were no longer enough, hence 
the short films. Around 10 were produced, 
featuring Monroe urging servicemen to keep 
their atomic secrets close to their chests, 
hence the “I hate a careless man” line. 


The Altea Terror is here on Earth! 


ABOVE: Mike Gray’s 1983 low budget science fiction movie Wavelength was shot in and around the abandoned Lookout Mountain Laboratory. It concerned 
experiments being conducted on captured aliens, and included a scene that anticipated the notorious ‘alien autopsy’ footage that emerged in the 1990s. 


None of the Monroe propaganda films 
has survived, although clips are featured in 


other works produced at Lookout Mountain. 


Prominent Republican Lloyd was one of the 
film industry figures involved in projects 
there (his name appears in the visitor logs; 
his son Harold Lloyd Jr., was also stationed 
there), so the use of his isolated private 
estate for the propaganda film shoot makes 
sense. It seems that Lloyd took advantage 
of Monroe’s presence to snap his saucy 
cheesecake shots, some of them in 3D. 

The inclusion of the Lookout Mountain 
Laboratory equipment boxes in some of the 
candid behind-the-scenes snaps of filming 
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ABOVE: Laurel Canyon’s “trackless trolley” seen on an old postcard. ABOVE: The intersection of Laurel Canyon Boulevard and Lookout Canyon Road today. 


confirmed the connections between Lloyd, 
Monroe, and the secret film studio. 


Of even greater interest is writer-director 
Mike Gray’s low budget 1983 science fiction 
movie Wavelength, shot in and around the 
abandoned Lookout Mountain Laboratory 
in 1981. Gray was a writer, political activist, 
and documentary filmmaker who tackled 
America’s drug policies, race relations, 

and nuclear safety record. He was Oscar- 
nominated for scripting 1979’s The China 
Syndrome prior to writing and directing 
Wavelength. The film stars Robert Carradine 


as a dropout musician who hooks up with 
Cherie Currie’s psychic (Currie was one 

of The Runaways alongside Joan Jett, of 
“Cherry Bomb” fame); when she detects 
strange psychic emanations close to his 
Laurel Canyon home, the pair are drawn 

to the abandoned Lookout Mountain 
Laboratory. Breaking in, they discover the 
base is still active and scientists are studying 
a quartet of captured child-like aliens. 

One is seen being dissected, anticipating 
1995’s controversial “Alien Autopsy” film 
(see FT395:32-36). The pair free the three 
remaining aliens and get them to a reunion 
with their spherical mothership out in the 


: Road, attended by Hollywood 
stars, including Faruzia Balk 
: of 1995 witch movie The 

: Craft, Tarot readings were 

: held. Leaving the event, 

> one eyewitness reported 

: sighting an “oldfashioned 
carriage pulled by two white 
> horses” racing silently down 
: the road. After a second or 
two the apparition “vanished 
: into thin air”. As reported in 


The area around Lookout 
Mountain has also been 
plagued by sightings of ghostly 
apparitions, mainly clustered 
around the intersection of 
Laurel Canyon Boulevard and 
Lookout Mountain Road. One 
eyewitness account comes 
from 2000. During a party at 

a house on Lookout Mountain 


: Jeff Belanger’s Encyclopedia 

: of Haunted Places (2005), 

: several people reported similar 
sightings and traffic accidents 

: had been attributed to the 

: dramatic appearance of the 

: two ghostly white horses and 

: their carriage. That intersection 

: of Laurel Canyon Boulevard 

: and Lookout Mountain Road 

: was where the original 
“trackless trolley” railway 


: cable-car terminated, and 

: where Tom Mix would later live 
: in his opulent 2,000 square 

: foot ‘log cabin’ house. Mix died 
: in a single-vehicle car crash 

: (of a blow to the back of the 

: head, oddly) on 12 October 

: 1940, and his ‘log cabin’ home 
: burned down 22 years later 

on Hallowe’en 1981, just one 

: of many devastating property 

: fires in the area. 
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ABOVE: Frames from Wavelength, which was shot in and around the by-then abandoned Lookout Mountain Laboratory, apparently without official permission. 


desert. Wavelength, boasting an atmospheric 
soundtrack by Tangerine Dream, is hard to 
see; it was released on VHS but has since 
vanished without a trace. Gray died in 2013, 
aged 77. 

Gray shot footage for Wavelength in and 
around the abandoned base, apparently 
without any official permission. That 
Lookout Mountain was co-opted as a secret 
facility by the US military in 1947, the same 
year as the alleged Roswell UFO crash, 
caught his attention. It provided a ready- 
made location, and it appears from the 
footage early in the movie that Gray and 
his stars found their way into the facility, 
where they were able to film within its 
corridors undisturbed. While the bulk of 
the movie was shot on a soundstage and on 
location, Gray’s use of the Lookout Mountain 
buildings, inside and out, gives the film’s 
alien conspiracy tale an eerie authenticity. 
His later involvement in such television 
shows as Starman and Star Trek: The Next 
Generation suggested to some that he may 
have been part of a ‘disclosure’ movement 
about an alien presence on Earth. 

Was there some truth behind Wavelength? 
That was the claim made by an anonymous 
source (he went by the cover name of ‘Henry 
Deacon’, a character from the science 
fiction F TV series Eureka), who said he was 
a physicist based at Lawrence Livermore 
National Laboratory. In 2009 he responded 
to an interviewer with by saying: “Look 
up the movie Wavelength. It’s based on a 
totally true story... an incident that took 
place at Hunter Liggett. This is a hot one.” 
Fort Hunter Liggett was a military base in 
Monterey, California (400 miles/650km north 
of LA) that was a hotspot for UFO sightings 
from the 1970s to the 1990s and saw “flying 
ghost” sightings by Native Americans as far 
back as the early 1700s. ‘Deacon’ went on 
to claim he’d been part of a group who shot 
down and captured a “flying disc”, whose 
pilots were “small child-like humanoids with 
no hair” — as seen in Wavelength. A cover-up 
saw “most of the other witnesses [end up] 
in Vietnam and many were killed. I may be 
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IT WAS CO-OPTED 
AS A TOP SECRET 
FACILITY THE SAME 
YEAR AS ROSWELL 


the only living witness to what happened.” 
He went on to compare Gray’s film to this 
‘real-life’ incident: “The beginning of the 
film clearly and accurately describes the 
incident, and the film is very close to the 
rest of the story, including the use of an 
abandoned base in Southern California to 
store them. It’s all basically true. I was just 
amazed when I saw it. The person who wrote 
it must have been there, or knew someone 
who was there.” 

The opening of Wavelength focuses on 
uncovering the mysterious goings on at 
Lookout Mountain. The story revealed 
would go on to fuel similar pop culture tales 
covering crashed saucers and captured 
occupants, including the popular 1990s 
TV show The X-Files. If Wavelength were 
made today, its captured ‘children’ held 
in an underground military facility would 
no doubt be grist to the conspiracy theory 
mill. These tales are easily re-interpreted 
through whatever is the zeitgeist: UFOs in 
the 1970s and 1980s, or child trafficking 
narratives in the 21st century. Yet another 
reading of Gray’s take on Lookout Mountain 
is that it was a continuation of his politically 
motivated documentary work, being a 
fictional examination of MK-ULTRA. 

There’s a final connection between 
Lookout Mountain and flying saucers. Back 
in the early 1940s when Lookout Mountain 
was established as the wartime Los Angeles 
Flight Control Centre it may have had a 
part to play in the notorious Battle of LA 
in early 1942. Supposedly an attack on the 
US by Japan shortly after Pearl Harbor, the 
incident provoked an aerial barrage from 
Air Force facilities around Los Angeles, 
including Lookout Mountain. Retroactively 


reinterpreted as the shooting down of an 
alien craft, the incident was explained away 
in 1949 in familiar terms: a weather balloon 
had accidentally provoked a defensive 
response from trigger-happy Air Force 
personnel (according to the United States 
Coast Artillery Association). In 1983, the 
US Office of Air Force History reinforced 
this interpretation, calling the incident 

a case of “war nerves” triggered by a lost 
weather balloon. Those weather balloons do 
get around, with another stray blamed for 
the much documented and much debated 
Roswell incident of 1947. If Lookout 
Mountain had been involved in a ‘battle’ 
with an alien craft above Los Angeles back 
in 1942, it could add even more credence 

to Mike Gray’s idiosyncratic take on the 
true nature of the Top Secret facility in 
Wavelength. 

The American military have no one to 
blame but themselves for the speculation 
and stories that surround Lookout Mountain. 
The necessary secrecy of the war years 
continued on into the decades of the Cold 
War. The location of the site, slap bang in 
the middle of a growing residential area of 
Los Angeles, was bound to attract attention 
eventually. Although the site was officially 
closed in 1969, the legends of Lookout 
Mountain only grew, taking in the counter- 
cultural and musical revolution of the 1960s, 
the documented MK-ULTRA programme, 
the use of movie stars like Marilyn Monroe 
in military propaganda, and flying saucer 
myths. As the stories grew, they became part 
of the general weirdness of Laurel Canyon, 
making the once rustic Los Angeles outpost 
an area of high strangeness. Where there is 
an information vacuum, stories — invented or 
otherwise — will emerge to fill it. 


For the Archives of the 1352nd Motion Picture 
Squadron, visit: 


ee BRIAN J ROBB is the author of books on 
Philip K Dick and Walt Disney, and an award- 
winning guide to Tolkien’s Middle-earth. He is 
a Founding Editor of the Sci-Fi Bulletin website 
and a regular contributor to FT. 
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HELEN HARRISO 


N tells the tragic story of Hannah Twynnoy, the first person in Britain to be killed by a 


tiger, and examines the long history of menageries and collections of exotic animals in Europe. 


ABOVE: Hannah Twynnoy’s grave stone, near the south door of Malmesbury Abbey. 


- n1703, notoriety came suddenly and 
unexpectedly to Hannah Twynnoy, 
a servant at The White Lion Inn in 
_L Malmesbury. She was the first person 
ever to be killed by a tiger in Britain. 
Her gravestone, near the south door of 
Malmesbury Abbey (sed(p.76), records the 
sad event, giving her age as 33 and her date 
of death as 23 October 1703. 
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“In bloom of Life She’s snatchd from hence, 
She had not room To make defence; 

For Tyger fierce Took Life away. 

And here she lies In a bed of Clay, 

Until the Resurrection Day.” 


This extraordinary piece of local history 
was expanded on in a memorial plaque 
to her which used to hang in nearby 


Hullavington church.? Apparently, according 
to the plaque (which was fortunately 
carefully recorded since it is now lost), there 
had been an exhibition of “wild beasts” at 
the Inn with, “amongst the rest, a very fierce 
tiger which she imprudently took pleasure 
in teasing notwithstanding the repeated 
remonstrance of its keeper”. 

“One day whilst amusing herself with this 


dangerous diversion, the enraged animal by 
an extraordinary effort drew out the staple, 
sprang towards the unhappy girl, caught 
hold of her gown and tore her to pieces.” 
At that time, the tiger was an animal 
largely unknown in Britain. This must have 
heightened the horror of the manner of 
Hannah’s death - a mauling by a ferocious, 
unheard of, never-before-seen animal. 
Although rulers and aristocrats in Europe 
had demonstrated their wealth and power 
by keeping exotic animals for display for 
centuries, people like Hannah and the 
townsfolk of Malmesbury, even if they had 
ever heard of such beasts, did not expect 
to see them. There is no record of tigers in 
Britain before the 18th century and the 
term ‘menagerie’ was first used by the 
French only in the 17th century and then 
in connection with the management of 
household and domestic animals. 


However, these exotic beasts from faraway 


places had been regularly exchanged 
between the rulers of medieval European 
states for nearly a millennium before 
Hannah met her unfortunate end. These 
monarchs and emperors also received 
them as gifts from their peers in Africa 

and Asia. Charlemagne, the Holy Roman 
Emperor, received so many he maintained 
three menageries (in Aachen, Njimegen 
and Ingelheim). The Caliph of Baghdad 
presented him with an Asian elephant 

in 797, the first elephant seen in Europe 
since the Roman Empire. Other animals 

in his collection included monkeys, lions, 
bears, falcons and camels; such a collection 
demonstrated clearly to everyone his might, 
enormous wealth and connections. 


FEROCIOUS BEASTS 


William the Conqueror, who reigned in 
England 1066-1087, kept a small collection 
of exotic animals at his palace at Woodstock, 
Oxfordshire. His son, Henry I, kept a larger 
collection there during his own reign 
(1100-1135), including lions, leopards, lynx 
and camels — as well as a porcupine. He 
had seven miles of walls built to create 
an enclosed park to keep them secure. 
Subsequent English kings kept various ‘wild’ 
animals at the Tower in London, but it was 
not until the early years of the 13th century 
that King John, who reigned 1199-1216, 
established the Tower ‘Menagerie’ there. 
The first record of lions being kept is 
from 1210, although there is no mention of 
tigers at the Tower for another 550 years. 
European monarchs regularly bestowed 
exotic creatures on their relatives and allies. 
In 1235, Henry III, John’s son, received three 
lions as a wedding gift from his brother-in- 
law, Frederick II (he had married Henry’s 
sister, Isabella). Frederick was both the Holy 
Roman Emperor and the King of Sicily. He 
kept three permanent menageries, but, 
unusually, was more interested in birds than 
big cats. He wrote a book in Latin, The Art of 
Hunting with Birds (1241), which describes 
the behaviour and training of falcons (the 
two-volume originals reside in the Vatican 


ABOVE: Louis XIV’s baroque menagerie at Versailles. Pierre Aveline, “View and Perspective of the Salon of 
the Versailles Menagerie”, 1689. BELOW: The elephant given as a diplomatic gift by King Louis IX of France 


to King Henry Ill in 1255. It was kept in the Tower of London, where it was drawn by Matthew Paris. 


THE MENAGERIE 


WAS SEEN AS 
OF LOUIS XIV'S 


PLEASURE PARK A 


VERSAILLES 


today). In 1251, Henry’s Tower collection 
received a polar bear (from the King of 
Norway) and three years later, an elephant 
(from the King of France). By the time of 
the reign of Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603), 
the Tower Menagerie was being opened to 
the public. During the reign of King James 
(1603-1625), the sport of baiting lions and 
bears to fight to the death became very 
popular at the Tower, but there is still no 
mention of any tigers there. 

However, on the continent, Louis XIV had 
established a royal menagerie of ‘ferocious’ 
beasts at Vincennes in 1661, and in addition 
to lions and leopards, it had tigers too. 

Like King James, Louis liked to arrange 
deliberately gruesome displays of fighting 
animals in a specially built amphitheatre for 
the entertainment of his visiting dignitaries. 
Records describe a fight to the death 
between a tiger and an elephant organised 
for the visit of the Ambassador of Persia in 
1682.3 The animals were housed in cages 
around the amphitheatre, with small yards 
attached for them to exercise in. Louis also 
built a baroque menagerie at Versailles. 
This was different from Vincennes (where 
the fights were stopped around 1700 and 
the menagerie allowed to decline). This 
menagerie was seen as part of Louis’s 
pleasure park around his new palace at 
Versailles, with paths, a beautiful pavilion 
positioned in the centre, and enclosures and 
cages for the animals arranged around it. The 
Versailles example was soon copied by other 
European monarchs, notably the Habsburgs. 
When Empress Maria Theresa and her 
husband, Francis II, were building their 

new palace of Schonbrunn outside Vienna 
(1752), it included a “courtly menagerie” 

or Tiergarten. Today, the Tiergarten at 
Schonbrunn is considered the oldest zoo in 
the world, having opened “to respectably 
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ABOVE: The Royal Menagerie, Exeter ‘Change, Strand, London, by an unknown artist, c.1820. The exotically painted walls were lined with cages for a tiger, a lion, a Brazil- 
ian tapir, an elephant and other animals, with monkeys in the cages above and exotic birds in the cages by the windows. 


dressed persons” in 1779. Its present remit is 
education and species conservation. 

It is not until the start of the 18th century 
that the first travelling menageries are 
recorded in England, so that which visited 
Malmesbury in 1703 must have been one of 
the earliest in the country. From this time, 
both rich aristocrats and the nouveau riche 
(whose wealth came not from inherited 
wealth but their own work, reaping the 
advantages of increased trade and the profits 
of the industrial revolution), began to create 
their own menageries and collections. The 
supply of suitable birds and animals was 
facilitated as new areas in Africa, South 
America and the Far East were discovered 
and opened up, and facilities for shipping 
improved. Exotic fauna were perceived as 
“the bounty of Empire”.* 

Tigers became increasingly available 
and popular in England during the century, 
probably a direct result of the growth and 
influence of the East India Company during 
the period. The Duke of Richmond (an 
illegitimate grandson of Charles II), had “2 
tygers” among his collection at Goodwood 
House in the 1730s. He also had, “5 wolves, 1 
lyon, 2 lepers [leopards], 1 sived cat [civet].”5 

The Ear! of Shelburne, briefly Prime 
Minister in 1782/3 (and who negotiated the 
peace terms which would end the War of 
American Independence), kept an orangutan 
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and a leopard in the Orangery he had Robert 
Adam build for him at Bowood House. The 
utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham, 
when visiting, liked to stroke this supposedly 
tame leopard.® Sir Hans Sloane (1660-1753), 
was followed round his Chelsea home by a 
tame, one-eyed wolverine from Hudson’s 
Bay.’ He also owned an opossum and a 
porcupine. Queen Charlotte (Queen 1761- 
1818), kept an elephant and some zebras 

in the stables at Buckingham Palace, and 
kangaroos at Kew - the first living examples 
seen in England. 

Enormous wealth was an absolute 
prerequisite for keeping any of these 
creatures. In the mid-18th century, the 
cost of keeping just a small macaw (a New 
World parrot), was the equivalent of a 


domestic servant’s annual salary. There were 
sometimes unexpected pitfalls during the 
process of obtaining these creatures from 
faraway places. Apparently, one London 
merchant requested “2 or 3 apes” but, 
perhaps because the order was carelessly 
taken down, his agent understood it to be 
“203 apes” ... the first cargo of 80 arrived, 
with the promise of “more to come”.® 


By 1753, there was a tiger in the Tower. That 
year, “An Historical Description of the Tower 
of London and its Curiosities” was published 
and tigers are mentioned there for the first 
time. There were also lions, bears, a leopard, 
a golden eagle, an ostrich, a horned owl, 
a raccoon and a baboon. Admission cost 
“three halfpence” — or the supply of a cat or 
a dog to be fed to the lions! And by the time 
the century ended, tigers had become so 
commonplace that anyone walking along The 
Strand in London was as likely to hear them 
howling as they were to hear the neighing 
of passing horses. The writer Charles Lamb 
said he liked hearing the big cats roar as he 
walked home to his lodgings in Temple Lane. 
Exeter Exchange had been built in 1676 
on the site of the former Burghley House 
(where The Strand Palace Hotel is today). 
Both lions and tigers were kept in the 
upper rooms there in Royal Menagerie, 
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ABOVE: A pair of tigers in the Royal Menagerie at the Tower of London, 1830. BELOW: Travelling menageries became increasingly popular throughout the 19th century; 
Mullett’s Exhibition of Living Wonders promised not just “The English Giant Girl” but exotic felines like “The Real Civet Cat” and “The Spotted Kangaroo Cat”. 


Exeter ‘Change, between 1773 and 1829. 
With its large variety of several hundred 
captive animals, it was a very popular 
visitor attraction. An Indian rhinoceros 
was exhibited there in 1790, achieving 
immortality when painted by George Stubbs 
soon after its arrival. It had been a gift from 
the Nawab of Lucknow to Henry Dundas, 
President of the Board of Commissioners for 
the Affairs of India. Dundas immediately 
opted to sell it, certain of a large profit since 
the animal had not been seen in London 
since 1758. Its price was £700 and it was 
bought by George Pidcock, owner of Exeter 
‘Change. That entrepreneurs like Pidcock 
were able to make vast amounts of money 
by exhibiting these extraordinary animals 
is demonstrated by the fact that £700 then 
equates to more than £45,000 today. 
Travelling menageries and circuses grew 
in popularity throughout the 19th century 
and the trend continued well into the 20th. 
While the raison d’étre for the establishment 
and maintenance of medieval collections 
of wild animals had been a combination 
of display and extravagance (few if any 
monarchs or aristocrats had had the 
apparently academic interests of Frederick 
II), it was not until the mid-19th century 
that it became generally accepted that 
zoological motivations for their existence 
should replace popular curiosity: that an 
educational and scientific rationale should 
be the reason for keeping a zoological 
collection. The Tower Menagerie in London 
was closed in 1835 and incorporated into 
London Zoo, but it had been a ‘Royal 
Menagerie’ for around 600 years before that. 
Poor Hannah was no doubt very foolish 
to poke at the caged tiger with a stick 
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(memories of Marriott Edgar’s poem “The 
Lion & Albert” here), but perhaps the reason 
she has a headstone in such a prominent 
position in the grounds of Malmesbury 
Abbey - she was, after all, simply a 
maidservant — is that the creature that 
caused her death was not just wild, ferocious 
and exotic: at the time, it had hardly ever 
been seen before in England. 

In 2003, on the 300th anniversary of 
her death, a ceremony was carried out at 
Hannah’s grave when every schoolgirl in the 
town younger than 11 and named Hannah 
placed a flower on it. 


NOTES 
1 As recorded by the Athelstan Museum, 


Malmesbury:/athelstanmuseum.org.uk| 


2 Frederick of Hohenstauffen (Emperor Fred- 
erick Il), The Art of Falconry (“De Arte Venandi 
cum Avibus”), Stanford University Press, 1943. 


3 Peter Sahlins, ‘The Royal Menageries of Louis 
XIV and the Civilizing Process Revisited’, French 
Historical Studies (2012) 35 (2): 237-267. 


4 Christopher Plumb, Georgian Menagerie: 
Exotic Animals in the Eighteenth Century, |B 
Tauris, 2015. 


5 Caroline Grigson, Menagerie: The History of 
Exotic Animals in England, OUP, 2016. 


6 “| do what | please... walk with the dog, 
stroke the leopard... and play at chess and 
billiards with the ladies”. Jeremy Bentham, 
Letters. 


7 Grigson, op. cit. 
8 Grigson, op. cit. 
e¢ HELEN HARRISON is a writer and photog- 


rapher with a particular interest in heritage and 
history. 
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C. . PART 


PAUL SIEVEKING presents the first in a three-part 


series collecting some of the strangest newspaper stories 
from the first half of the 20th century. This time we 
read about a troublesome Welsh poltergeist, a Somerset 
sea serpent, an electric boy and “Jack the Snipper” on 
the prowl in Boston. IIlustrations by Quinton Winter. 


In late 1903, a poltergeist was 

causing trouble at Mardy Farm in the 
Monmouthshire village of Coedkernew. 
It had turned pictures with their faces to 
the wall, compressed a piece of beef into 
a jug while the farmer’s back was turned, 
carried a bundle of hay from the stable 
and dumped it in the yard, dropped many 
pieces of crockery in the kitchen without 
breaking them and carried beds round a 
room and partly down the stairs. Other 
paranormal pranks included putting 
soda into a tub of newly clarified lard, 
emptying a jar of pickled cabbage into 

a large quantity of cream, unhooking 
bacon from a wall and then returning 

it, and tracing the name of Mrs Parson’s 
first husband on the glass of a lamp. Ten 
people, including the local constable, sat 
up one night waiting for something to 
happen. They were beginning to assume 
that the policeman’s presence had 
intimidated the entity when suddenly 
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There was an eerie 
sound and the 
policeman was hit 
in the eye by half a 
pound of butter 
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ABOVE: Mardy Farm was plagued by a poltergeist. 


there was an eerie sound that “made the 
hair of the more sensitive begin to rise” 
- and the policeman was hit in the eye by 
half a pound of butter. Daily Chronicle, 16 
Jan; Evening News, 26 Jan 1904. 


On 28 March 1905, Mrs Elizabeth Pratt, 
of 22 Virginia Avenue, Jersey City, read 
with great interest the news story of a 
man “blown up through the East River” 
[I don’t know what this means]. Later 
that day, she travelled to New York, and 
while walking down Madison Avenue, at 
AOth Street, stepped on the iron cover 
of a manhole. Just then there was a 
loud bang and the cover, with Mrs Pratt 
aboard, shot into the air. A dozen feet 
[3.6m] up, the cover tipped and she fell 
off, but the iron lid soared up as high as 
the fourth storey of the nearest building 
and fell with a crash, but none of the 
iron fragments hit the unconscious Mrs 
Pratt. Her wrists were cut by the fall and 
her knees bruised. Policeman Glenn 
ran to her assistance and she was 
carried into a house, where she soon 
revived. She refused to go to hospital 
and started home alone. NY Times, 29 
Mar 1905. [For more on flying manhole 
covers, see FT54:6, 57:29, 68:18, 
86:10, 159:9] 


A tragic tale of infant and bear was 
related in a report from Afton, Virginia, 
dated 1 February 1907: “During the 
intense cold of the last few days wild 
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animals from the mountains were forced 
down to the settlements for food. As a 
result Mrs James Ingram lost her baby in a 
fearful manner. 

“Early in the afternoon her husband 
had occasion to go out on business, but 
arranged to go with her later to the home 


The Pier from Green Beach 


of a neighbor, not far distant, where there 
was to be a dance. It was agreed that he 
should meet her at a fence near a small 
wood and take their child and go with her 


the rest of the way. The woman started later 


than she intended, and it was dark and cold 
when she reached the fence, where she 


TOP: A view of the pier in Clevedon, Somerset, off which a Scottish visitor had a close encounter with 
a sea monster in April 1907. ABOVE: The people of Catania clear away the rubble following the earth- 
quake of 1909. St Agatha was said to have appeared on the summit of Mount Etna — see 


saw, dimly, a figure on the other side. She 
greeted her supposed husband and handed 
over the infant preparatory to climbing the 
fence, but to her astonishment the figure 
disappeared without a word, taking the 
baby with it. 

“Frantic with fear, she ran, calling her 
husband, and met him coming toward the 
fence. An alarm was raised, lights were 
procured, and a thorough search made, but 
nothing could be seen of the child. Next 
morning the tracks of an immense bear 
were found leading from the spot where 
she had parted with the child, through 
the woods, and up toward the mountain. 

It is supposed the bear took the child and 
devoured it.” NY Times, 2 Feb 1907. 


A correspondent from Clevedon in 
Somerset related the following adventure 
which he said had befallen a Mr 
McNaughten, a Scottish visitor to the town 
on 28 April 1907, allegedly witnessed 

by many spectators. “Mr McNaughten 

was quietly rowing in a little skiff about a 
mile off the Clevedon Pier when a large 
snaky object, which he describes as ‘like 

a huge mummy, with large sunken eyes 
enveloped in a sort of hairy flap’ suddenly 
appeared at the rear of the boat, about 
20 yards away. It approached by a series 
of leaps and dives, causing the sea to 

be greatly disturbed. By plunging the oars 
into the surf he endeavoured to keep his 
antagonist at bay, but his efforts were 

only momentarily successful. In a few 
seconds it had reached within a few yards 
of the boat. ‘I can only dimly recollect 
what happened,’ he continued. ‘The flabby 
monster seemed to leap straight out of the 
water — straight as an arrow at me. | hardly 
know what | did. | think | must have ducked 
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and crashed the oar into the creature. At 
any rate | was flung violently into the water. 
When | regained the surface | managed to 
climb into the boat. My terrible antagonist 
was nowhere in sight. In a dazed condition, 
| succeeded in reaching Portishead.’” Daily 
Chronicle, 30 April 1907. 


Charles Bertrand, 25, a mechanic, had 

an unusually long nose. On 23 May 1908 

(as reported the next day in the Daily 
Express, under the headline “The Troubles 
of Cyrano”), he was walking along the 

Rue Croix-Nivert in Paris when a man 
approached him and, walking by his side, 
took “an offensive interest in his facial 
appearance”. Bertrand was accustomed 

to such insults, but in this case the verbal 
assault was so pronounced that he turned 
into a café to escape. The man, however, 
followed him and demanded what he meant 
by going about with such a monument on 
his face. Bertrand replied sadly that he was 
not responsible, but the man declared he 
was an artist, and would not stand for it. He 
thereupon drew a revolver and fired at the 
object of his hatred, but aimed badly and 
shot Bertrand in the left eye. He was at once 
arrested and his victim removed to hospital, 
having lost the sight in that eye. 


EG Atloy, a seven-year-old redheaded 
American-born boy of Russian parents, with 
large freckles and blue eyes, living with his 
widowed mother in Houston, Texas, was 
described as a human magnet, in addition 


HUMAN DYNAMO IN TEXAS. 


Electrically Charged Bey Furnishes 
Power for Fan or Lights. 
Special t2 The New York Times. 


GALVESTON, Texas, Sept. 3.—-A lving 


storage battery Js the only thing to | 


which ©. G, Atloy, an American born 
child of Russien parents, Hving with his 
widowed mother in Houston, Texas, can 
be compared. The boy, who is 7 years 
old, is a human magnet, and possesses all 
the electric properties of a dynamo engine 
in addition, 

A metal filling had been put in one 
tooth, and when the boy came home ha 
picked up the knob used to connect an 
electric fan with an electric light wire in 


his "mother's residence and thrust It into 
his mouth. 

Acthreaded metal cap was on the end 
which screws into the cup for, the elec- 
tric bulb. As the metal cap touched the 
metal tooth filling the boy’g head jerked 
slightly and the fan began to revolve and 
then to buzz frantically at full speed. 
This kept up 4s Jong as the circuit was 
completed jn the boy's mouth. 

The mother was frightened and feared 
syitcheraft, but the boy scemed pleased 
at the sensation. 

A piece of iran held in the boy's hand 
for a few moments becomes highly mas- 
netized. A hammer with an iron handle 
held in his hands. will attract tacks at a 
distance of four feet. 

The boy says that_he feels only an 
agreeable sensation. He has red hair of 
the reddest possible hue, large freckles, 
and blue eyes. 


FIREMAN’S SON STARTS A FIRE 


Fiaht-Vear-Old Boy Wanted to See the 


possessing the electric properties of a 
dynamo engine. After he had a metal filling 
put in a tooth, he returned home and picked 
up the knob used to connect an electric fan 
with a light wire and thrust it in his mouth. 
A threaded metal cap was on the end that 
screwed into the cup for an electric bulb. 
When the cap touched the tooth filling, the 
boy’s head jerked slightly and the fan began 
to revolve and then to buzz frantically at 

full speed. This continued as long as the 
circuit was completed in the boy’s mouth. 
The mother feared witchcraft, but the boy 
seemed pleased by the sensation. A piece 
of iron held by the boy for a few moments 
became highly magnetised. When he held 

a hammer with an iron handle it attracted 
tacks at a distance of 4ft (1.2m). NY Times, 
10 Sept 1908. 


Following an earthquake in Sicily in early 
1909, the populace of Catania was greatly 
excited by a report that an apparition of 
Saint Agatha, the town’s protector, had 
been seen on the summit of Mount Etna. 
Witnesses declared that the vision seemed 
to them “like an angelic dream”, the saint 
being enveloped in thin, vaporous clouds 
through which shone rays of dazzling 

light, while her right hand was extended 
as though in a sign of benediction and 
protection over Catania. Many believed 
that the city was saved from the quake 
only through the saint’s intercession. Many 
assembled in the squares and on rooftops 
gazing at Mount Etna, waiting for the vision 


= In 1922, Mrs Ona Smith, 23, 
an invalid who lay paralysed 
on a bed in a little cottage in 
Alva, Oklahoma, was plagued 
by fires. Bedside watchers 
kept a vigil day and night as 
the mysterious fires appeared 
at intervals. At midnight on 8 
March, flames leapt up from 
the bottom of the mattress 
and were extinguished by 
Mrs Smith’s mother, Mrs John 
Meyers. Later, the mattress 
caught fire in another spot. 
Dr CC Rogers was called 

in, but failed to solve the 
mystery. Two days after that, 
a calendar on the wall blazed, 
and soon after the carpet 
ignited. An aunt, Mrs Mary 
Wagner, was in the room 

at the time. Mrs Smith was 
removed from the bed to a 
chair, and her shawl burst 
into flames as it touched the 
floor. All the bedding and 
clothing were removed from 
the room and a new mattress 
installed. This caught fire on 
12 March in the presence of 
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: several witnesses, including 

: a reporter. The fires seemed 
to start in the air, blue flames 
: Jumping and crackling. NY 
Times, 14 Mar 1922. 


: » Edward DR Morrell, a well- 
: known lawyer in Worcester, 

: Massachusetts, appeared to 

: exhibit a mysterious force. 

: Approaching his safe to open 
: it, a blue flame sputtered 

: the moment his thumbnail 

: came near the knob. When he 
: combed his hair vigorously, : 
: there was a puff of flames and : 
: smoke and many teeth on his 
: celluloid comb melted. NY 


: Times, 30 Nov 1908. 
: cloudless sky 
: Spontaneous Combustion : suddenly find 


Puzzles Spanish Farmers, By 

: Wireless to The New York Times 
: MADRID, July 4 - 

: Government authorities are 

: studying a meteorological 

: phenomenon near Almeria, 

: in Andulasia [sic] Province, 

i where clothing, buildings and 
farm instruments suddenly 

: burst into flames. : 
: “Stories about a so-called rain : 


: laborers working in 


a traditionally 


their clothing afire. 
: Taking off their clothing 


of fire have been appearing in 
the local press but had been 
treated somewhat skeptically 


until Ramon Guernica, a 
: member of the faculty of the 
: National Mining School was 


sent there by the Government 
and confirmed that the stories 


were essentially correct. 
: Thus far he and his staff have 


arrived at no conclusion on 
the causes. 
“The activity is definitely 


localized in a farming 


area a short distance 
from Almeria. Farm 


this area under 


and stamping out the fire, 
they find it beginning to blaze 


: again. The outer walls of white 
: plaster buildings constructed 

: of not readily combustible 

: materials also break into 


spontaneous blazes. White 
objects are most affected. NY 
Times, 5 July 1945. 


to reappear. Some claimed that when the 
smoke from the volcano was densest, and 
the Sun shone strongly on-the glittering 
snow, they saw St Agatha fall to her 
knees. On hearing this, many knelt in 
prayer and beat their breasts in penance 
for their sins. The Duke of Genoa arrived 
on 14 January and visited the hospitals, 
where he addressed words of consolation 
to the wounded and promised relief to 
those who had lost their homes in the 
quake. NY Times, 16 Jan 1909. 


A strange story from Drumavale, near 
Clones, Co. Monaghan, was reported 

in an unattributed British newspaper 
clipping from 1909. A ‘hen’ was said to 
have entered a farmhouse and begun to 
crow. Mindful of the old Irish superstition 
that such an incident was a warning of ~ 
death, a Miss Clarke, aged 80, seized 
the bird and cut its head off. Her relatives 
informed the registrar of deaths that up 
to that time, she had enjoyed excellent 
health, but a few days later she was 
seized with illness and died within an 
hour. 


When Elijah C Van Brunt of Oceanic, 
near Red Bank, New Jersey, was taken 

ill in late July 1909, his pet dog, which 
had followed him for 10 years, was 
stricken with paralysis “and had to be 
chloroformed”. The old man died at 
7.30pm on 1 August at the age of 90 years 
and eight months, and his bedroom clock 
stopped ticking at the precise moment 

of his death. He was survived by eight 
children, 34 grandchildren and 16 great 
grandchildren. NY Times, 3 Aug 1909. (For 
more clocks stopping at time of death, see 
FT63:17, 103:51, 122:8.) 


In the spring of 1890, Roger Williams, 33, 
a Texan cattle dealer, encountered a man 
called Bernard Carter on a cattle trail. 
They quarrelled, and Williams stabbed 
Carter and flung his body into the Pecos 
River. A few weeks later, a decomposed 
corpse was discovered in the river and 
identified as that of Carter. Williams was 
sentenced to 40 years’ imprisonment in 
a Texas penitentiary. In actual fact, Carter 
had been rescued unconscious from 

the river and sent to hospital in El Peso. 
After his recovery, he drifted into Central 
America, whence he returned a decade 
later with a large fortune, and settled in 
Seattle. 

In 1910, he read an account of 
cruelties practised in the jails of Texas 
and noticed the name of Roger Williams 
among those of other prisoners who had 
made statements on the subject. Making 
enquiries, he learned that Williams, whom 
he supposed had fled the country and 
escaped arrest, was actually serving 40 
years for murdering him. Carter secured a 
pardon for his assailant, by this time bent 
and prematurely aged, and promised to 
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= During a heavy rainstorm on 25 
May 1906, fish fell from the clouds 
over Aberdeen, South Dakota. The 
following morning many could be 
seen wriggling on the sidewalks, 
swimming in pools of water or lying 
dead on the high ground. The Rev 
Marshall F Montgomery, rector of 

St Mark’s Church, gathered several 
live specimens from the street. Other 
residents kept live souvenirs. NY Times, 
27 May 1906. 


= In the four weeks up to 22 October 
1907, residents of Glasgow, Kentucky, 
noticed that a fine mist had been 
falling continuously, confined to an 
area 25ft (7.6m) square. The misty area 
covered the spot where Bill Bartly had 
been murdered by his brother-in-law, 
Van Smith, the previous May. Since 
the phenomenon was first publicised, 
several hundred people came to see 

it, including in recent days State 
Senator JC Gillingwater and JA 
Conyers, connected with the United 
States Marshal’s office in Louisville. 
Both men walked slowly through the 
mist, and said that their coats and hats 
plainly showed the effects of the water. 
NY Times, 23 Oct 1907. 


» After a fall of snow in the 
mountainous district of Livradois in 
the French départment of Puy-de- 
Dome, a thick and very cold mist arose. 
When this cleared away, a thick coating 
of “black snow”, sooty in appearance 
and considerable in quantity, was 
discovered on top of the regular white 
snow. No one in the district had seen 
anything like it before. NY Times, 6 Dec 
1926. 


« On 25 and 26 October 1931, greyish- 
white particles fell on Times Square 

and most of Manhattan. These proved 
to be minute seeds with hairy crowns. 


* Dr ED Merrill, Director of the New 


York Botanical Garden, identified 
them as common cattail (bulrush) 
seeds, genus Typha, from plants 
abundant in the Jersey marshes, 
carried by high westerly winds. VY 
Times, 27 Oct 1931. 


« Live fish rained down over Bordeaux, 
France, on 21 November 1931, blamed 
on a waterspout. The downpour lasted 
less than 30 seconds, but so many fish 
fell wriggling in the streets that cars 
were compelled to halt after crushing 
hundreds. Women with baskets and 
basins gathered as many as they could 
before they were swept down the 
drains. NY Times, 23 Nov 1931. 


= As the ferryboat Paunpeck of the 
Yonkers-Alpine Line crossed the 
Hudson River on the morning of 6 
October 1935, an eel plopped off the 
roof of the pilot house and squirmed 
on the deck. As Skipper John New 
stared in astonishment, a second 

eel came down. Deckhand Joseph 
Neves explained that seagulls had 
been foraging in the boat’s wash, two 
emerging with eels in their beaks. A 
shrill blast on the boat’s siren startled 
the birds, which promptly dropped 
their prey. NY Times, 7 Oct 1935. 


= George Stofflet was standing on his 
porch in Reading, Pennsylvania, on 6 
October 1939 when a foot-long trout 
landed at his feet, already fried. It had 
wriggled loose from a heron flying 
overhead, striking a high-tension wire. 
Mr Stofflet exhibited a photograph of 
himself holding the trout, crisply fried 
by 66,000 volts. NY Times, 7 Oct 1939. 


= On 16 July 1940, after a violent 
thunderstorm, collective farmers in the 
village of Meshchera, near Gorky in 
the Soviet Union, gathered up several 
oval silver coins the size of large 

fish scales. Archeologists identified 
them as from the late 16th century, 
and speculated they were part of an 
ancient treasure exposed by erosion 
and sent flying by the storm. [AP] NY 
Times, Daily Express, 5 Aug 1940. 
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provide him with a good home for the rest 
of his life. When informed he was free and 
not a murderer, Williams burst into tears. 
D.Mail, — 1910. 


“Jack the Snipper” was active in Boston 
in late 1911, starting on 20 November. On 
20 December, he cut six long black curls 
from the head of Helen Leonard, 14, while 
she was shopping at a Tremont Street 
department store. She felt a tug at her hair, 
and the man disappeared into the throng 
of Christmas shoppers before she could 
raise the alarm. She was the 10th victim. 
That same evening, Veronica Sarkisian, 
13, daughter of Nazaret Sarkisian of West 
Somerville, came to town with her mother 
to do Christmas shopping, and on their 
return to Somerville discovered that 12in 
(30cm) of her 25in (64cm) braid of heavy 
black hair had been cut off. NY Times, 22 
Dec 1911. 


In early April 1912, Corporal Gilbert, “the 
well-known aviator”, flew over the country 
around Brioude in the Auvergne region of 
south-central France, where superstitious 
people were on the look-out for a gigantic 
bird of ilkomen that was supposed to 
render sterile all the fields over which it 
flew during Holy Week. Seeing Gilbert’s 
plane over his farm, an 83-year-old farmer 
fetched his gun, loaded it, and fired on 
the aviator, whom he fortunately missed. 
Thinking the gun had been discharged as 
a sign of enthusiasm, Gilbert threw out a 
handful of aviation pamphlets entitled “Our 
Future is in the Air”. The farmer, seeing the 
papers fluttering to the ground, supposed 
they were feathers from the ‘bird’ and 
joyfully declared to his wife and grandson: 
“Though my sight is not as good as when 

| was 20, | have winged him all the same.” 
Daily Chronicle, 18 April 1912. 


Some time in January 1913, a woman went 
to the old cemetery in Beziers, France, to 
tend her relatives’ graves. Noticing that the 
statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary on the 
family mausoleum was covered with moss, 
she cleaned it away with her handkerchief. 
On returning home, she touched her little 
paralytic daughter with the handkerchief, 
whereupon the girl was completely cured. 
News of this ‘miracle’ spread, and large 
numbers of pilgrims began visiting the tomb 
every day. NY Times, 20 Jan 1913. 


A strange tale of a little girl whose skin 


reddens like nettle stings in fantastic words 


and phrases came from a village in Picardy 
in 1913. The village priest, schoolmaster 
and dozens of other people claimed to 
have witnessed this phenomenon. The girl 
in question was Raymonde Beedlard, the 
12-year-old daughter of a pork butcher. 
Some weeks before the news report, 

the design of a ladder appeared on her 
forearm while she was at school. Her 
teacher asked her to do a division sum, 
something she had not been taught to 
do. The answer, four, appeared on her 
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ABOVE: The aviator Eugene Gilbert in the cockpit of his Deperdussin racing monoplane, 1919. 


Seeing Gilbert's 
plane; the farmer 
fetched his gun and 


fired on the aviator 


forearm. A few days later a branch of 
mistletoe appeared in the same spot, 
with gui, the French word for the plant, 
just above it. Shortly after this, the signs 
became more frequent, appearing on her 
arms, legs, and forehead. While chatting 
to Raymonde, M Jourdain, a farmer, saw 
his name appear on her calf. Sometimes 
entire phrases appeared referring to daily 
events in the village. The girl was able 

to tell the Christian names of visitors 

and persons whom she had never seen 
before, the names appearing on her arm. 
A passing visitor saw his initials appear, 

L &M, on her temples. Henry Vidal of Le 
Matin went to see her. “What is my 
Christian name?” he asked her. A few 
minutes later, the name ‘Henry’ appeared 
on her knee, letter by letter. Before 

the lettering disappeared, Vidal took a 
photograph of it. La Tribune de Lausanne, 
16 Nov; NY Times, 17 Nov; Feuille d’Avis 
de Vevey, 21 Nov; Lausanne Artistique, 22 
Nov 1913. 
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For a week in 1914, a flock of 300 
blackbirds had been hovering over 
Harlem just above Morningside Heights. 
At sundown on 5 February, they settled 
in trees in a vacant lot to the east of 
the Subway station at 129th Street 
and Broadway, making a tremendous 
hubbub. 

“Presently, a small committee flew 
forth and headed straight for the 
recesses beneath the elevated platform, 
which is some 50 feet [15m] above the 
street. In this shelter are the Winter 
nests of some 150 sparrows. The 
committee was received coldly, and as 
members dipped tantalizingly down to 
the level of the tracks, the sparrows 
came forth and drove them off. It was 
a declaration of war. Over from the lot 
came all the blackbirds, chattering 
angrily, and over the tracks and around 
and about the station there was a battle 
in the air. It was a bitter fight and a noisy 
one, and it lasted all of 10 minutes. 
The uproar halted the homegoing 
Harlemites on the platform and brought 
forth from the saloons below a crowd 
of gaping men who cheered from the 
sidewalks and laid small wagers on the 
outcome. At the end of ten minutes the 
sparrows retreated into the darkness, 
leaving behind them six of their number 
dead, while from the station roof the 
blackbirds twittered and chirped their 
song of victory.” NY Times, 6 Feb 1914. 


The news reports summarised here come from two sources. 
Those from the New York Times were sent to Fortean Towers a few 
& years ago by Martin Piechota of Dupont, Pennsylvania. The others 
come from 45 massive scrapbooks compiled by George Cecil lves 
(1867-1950, pictured left), the illegitimate son of an English army 


& officer and a SpanishJewish baroness. Ives was a poet, penal 


reformer, early homosexual law reform campaigner and friend of Oscar 
Wilde. The American Beat entrepreneur Jay Landesman discovered the 
scrapbooks on the pavement outside a junk shop in Islington, north 
London, and recruited me to edit a selection of Ives’s clippings, which 
appeared in a book of facsimiles called Man Bites Man, the Scrapbook 


of an Edwardian Eccentric (1980). 
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They want to believe 


NIGEL WATSON embraces 
his “middle-aged Mulder” 
and argues that forteans 
need to remain hard- 
headed when it comes to 
some ufological claims 


As Matt Colborn 

writes in his article 

“Middle-Aged 

Mulder Syndrome” 

(FT415:58-59), we 
should not lose the sense of 
wonder that originally inspired us 
to take an interest in UFOs, the 
paranormal and fortean topics in 
general. What tends to drive us 
toward scepticism, cynicism and 
even abandonment of the subject 
are the many cases that, on closer 
investigation, are revealed to be 
hoaxes, fabrications or lies, or 
have alternative explanations 
that are ignored or brushed aside 
as irrelevant by believers. 

Nowadays social media 
constantly rehashes old video 
clips and stories that have long 
been outed as fakes, yet many 
believers cling to them like 
drowning people hanging onto a 
fragment of wreckage (or a bit of 
a crashed saucer). This is typified 
by this recent Facebook message: 
“OF COURSE THEY HAVE 
FRAGMENTS FROM EVERY 
CRAFT THAT CRASHED IN THE 
WESTERN HEMISPHERE!!! 
There was a Report about a 
Craft We were tracking in South 
Western US & We Went into 
Mexico & told them We would 
take it from here !!!” 

Classic cases are regarded as 
watertight evidence and form the 
foundations of the belief that we 
are being visited by aliens, time 
travellers or something equally 
extramundane. Yet, ironically, 
social media and the Internet 
also allow us to find explanations 
for such cases. What we have to 
understand is that people do not 
want mundane explanations. On 
several occasions, I have received 
UFO reports from people who 


have been astounded by what 
they have spotted in the sky. 
When told they have seen Chinese 
lanterns, aircraft or searchlights, 
their reaction is: “How cana 
ufologist not believe I have seen 
an enormous alien spaceship 
preparing to violate our planet?” 
Awkward. 

As one person put it to me 
when I criticised a UFO story: 
“Don’t knock my hobby!” On 
another occasion, someone was 
promoting a dodgy UFO account 
on Facebook that I said was a 
hoax. We had a long and pointless 
argument about its validity, until 
my interlocutor claimed it needed 
further research to absolutely 
prove it was not 
extraterrestrial in 
origin. This is a great 
get-out clause. In 
this example, the 
story was a proven 
fake, yet this person 
- clearly with his 
own particular 
standards of critical 
thinking - would not 
acknowledge it had 
been explained. 

A problem, as that 
exchange showed, is that people 
can make all sorts of ludicrous 
claims that it is impossible to 
dispute, exemplified by the “I 
know what I saw” stance that 
needs no physical or scientific 
evidence to support it. If people 
have had powerful experiences, 
then you can understand why they 
might want to believe they have 
been abducted by aliens or had 
contact with ET, as it fits with the 
authorised myth of ufology. Here, 
abductees are specially chosen 
people who are not understood by 
the outside world, and the likes 
of Budd Hopkins and John Mack 
have “helped” them understand 
their situation. 

In his review of The Fortean 
Influence on Science Fiction: 
Charles Fort and the Evolution of 
the Genre by Tanner F Boyle, John 
Rimmer perceptively notes: “The 
key feature of such narratives 
is not really whether they are 


ARERS1 


Many ufologists 
continue to 
promote myths 
and legends 


factually true, but that they create 
their own universe, ‘a vast web of 
intertextuality’ as other writers 
and readers contribute their own 
ideas and experiences, expanding, 
adding to the complexity, and 
offering a contextual reality for 
the original writer’s creation. 


' Fort referred to this ‘universe 


of intertextuality’ 

as ‘truth-fiction’, 
saying that ‘there is a 
fictional colorization 
to everybody’s 
account of an ‘actual 
experience’ and there 
is at least the lurk 
somewhere of what is 
called ‘the actual’ in 
everybody’s yarn.” 

Rather than 
becoming middle- 
aged Mulders, many 
ufologists, mainly in the USA, 
continue to promote the myths 
and legends of ufological ‘truth- 
fiction’. They are the talking 
heads who burble on about 
government secrets (that they 
can’t disclose) or visit the sites 
of famous UFO incidents and 
crashes. 

As I write, UFO/mutilation 
expert Linda Moulton Howe’s 
angry outburst in a podcast 
interview with Curt Jaimungle 
has attracted thousands of 
viewers. Curt reads out a question 
from Steven Cambian, who asks 
about Howe’s use of a 2005 video 
game cover that she promoted as 
a “genuine grey alien photo taken 
on the Moon”. Linda promptly 
says that she knows nothing about 
it and that she is a professional 
journalist who has won numerous 
awards. At no time does she 
answer the question and seems 


| genuinely horrified that anyone 


| would question her claims. 


On Facebook there are 
numerous responses to the 
interview. Ben Emlyn Jones 
is sympathetic to Howe and 
dismissive of Cambian: “A single 
video and a few Steven Cambian 
cackles does this trick. Who 
appointed that twittering beatnik 
judge, jury and executioner of the 
ufological community? He’s not a 
ufologist. He contributes nothing 
to the subject at all. All he does is 
pontificate over the characters of 
other people in ufology.” 

Lawrence Warren takes the 
opposite view, and notes: “See the 
problem is that these so-called 
gods of ufology are not used to 
hardball questions, only ‘fan’ 
worship... I know most of them in 
real life... ’'ve called them out 
once I figured out the game in 
play... And always at witnesses’ 
expense... She’s incensed?... Well 
so am I and many others that see 
through the royal ego scam...” 

Yes, sceptics can come across 
as spoilsports and can be as guilty 
of tunnel vision as believers, but 
they are needed to counteract the 
words and actions of those who 
shamelessly prey on the gullible. 

As for me, I like to regard 
myself as an optimistic sceptic 
who is still excited by the twists 
and turns of this subject. 


How Charles Fort Conquered the World 
review: https:/pelicanist.blogspot.| 


icom/2022/01/how-charles-fort- 
conquored-world.htm 


‘Linda Moulton Howe on Cattle 
Mutilation, Bigfoot, Richard Doty, 
Disinformation, and Arts Parts’, 
interview by Curt Jaimungle 
The angry outburst section isLwww.] 


Linda Moulton Howe's website 
contains numerous high-strangeness 
articles involving cattle mutilations 
and/or secret government projects. 
You have to subscribe to read her 
‘Real X-Files’| www.earthtiles.con]. 


@€ NIGEL WATSON has been a ufologist 
and FT contributor for longer than he or 
anyone else can remember and writes the 


| regular ‘Saucers of the Damned’ column. 
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The Almasty fingernail mystery solved 


Analysis of a strange, 
hairy artefact claimed 
to be the fingernail of a 
yeti is complete. ULRICH 
MAGIN updates us with 
the test results... 


n6 January 

2018, German 

cryptozoologist 

Hans-Jorg Vogel 

purchased an item 
advertised on the Internet as 
an alma/almasty fingernail (see 
FT379:56-57), ‘almasty’ being a 
local name for the Abominable 
Snowman. The man who sold it 
to Vogel had himself bought it 
from a flea market stall in Vienna 
where he had been told it was 
“the nail of a great Siberian 
ape” that originated from 
Gorno-Altaysk, the capital of the 
Autonomous Republic of Altai, 
and that it had been preserved 
sometime between 1940 and 1945. 
A steady stream of reports of large 
manimals has come from this 
region for years (see FT256:46- 
52, 282:9, 298:30-34, 315:40-44, 
400:26), gaining some prominence 
recently, with conferences and 
expeditions trying to show that a 
population of relic hominids still 
lives there. 

Preliminary studies, however, 
seemed to indicate that the 
priceless item was something far 
less exciting than the fingernail 
of a living ape-man — most 
investigators surmised it was 
just the remains of some kind 
of ungulate, a goat perhaps. 
However, if cryptozoology is 
worth its salt, it must remain 
open to all possibilities - from 
Gigantiopithecus to Homo 
hoaxiensis — and be prepared 
to explore all possible avenues. 
Hans-Jorg Vogel attempted to 
interest scientific institutions in 
an analysis of the strange item, 
and finally succeeded with three 
that were willing to put some 
work into the hairy fingernail. 

On 20 September 2021, in the 


54 aa 
www.forteantimes.co! 


ABOVE: The protecting glass of the sample is removed. BELOW: The upper side of the alleged almasty fingernail. 


He had been told 
it was the “the 
nail of a great 


Institute for Animal Pathology 

at the Freie Universitat Berlin, 
the Institute’s scientists Alina 
Langenhagen and Dr Lars 
Mundhenk carefully opened 

the protecting glass to extract 
samples to be analysed. After 
visual examination, the samples 
were put in sterile lockable tubes 
to avoid contamination (the 
procedure is described in detail 
in the Institute’s final report). 
The preliminary analysis found 
that “the specimen consists of a 
curved part, horn-like, about 9cm 
long and 4cm wide, with one end 
exhibiting a fur-like structure. The 
latter consists of a multitude of 
dark-brown, about 4 to 7cm long 
and scaly hairs which are closely 


connected to a leather-like skin. 
Using tweezers this skin was 
easily removable from the horn.” 


The scientists 
also noted after 
lifting the leather, 
“the other, hair-free 
side had straight cut 
edges... The horn- 
like part showed 
many scratches on 
its convex side. On 
the concave side 
was a black, grainy 
material which 
was not removable 
using tweezers and 
was connected to 
the horn... On the 
horn we found, 
after lifting the fur, 
additional black 
hair which seemed 
to be glued to it. The 
morphology of the 
hair was compatible 
with that of a cow or 
goat species.” 

After their tests 
Alina Langenhagen 
and Dr Lars Mundhenk 
concluded: “The fur-like part of 
the specimen we interpret as the 


ALL PHOTOS: HANS-JORG VOGEL 


ABOVE: In the laboratory, the sample is taken. BELOW: The hairs of the almasty that were tested. 


tanned hide (skin, subcutaneous 
tissue, and hair) of a cow or 
goat species which was cut and 


loosely laid or loosely glued to the 


horn. In addition, we found hairs 
without skin and subcutaneous 
tissue on the horn. The character 
and origin of the grainy material 
on the convex lower side of 

the horn remains unidentified. 
However, we conclude that it was 
glued on the horn.” 

A genetic analysis conducted 
by an independent institute 
(Forensische Genetik und 
Rechtsmedizin am Institut 
Hamatopathologie GmbH, 
or ForGen) was able to trace 
the genetic material of a 
domestic goat in one of the 
hairs. It concluded: “We assess 
this specimen as an artefact 
consisting of the tanned hide of 
a domestic goat and the worked 
horn of some as yet unidentified 
species which were combined by 
human hands.” 

In the ForGen report, by Dr 
Nicole Wurmb-Schwark, dated 28 
October 2021, we read: 

“From samples 2 and 3 
[hair] we could not extract any 
reproducible sequence of the 
Cytochrom B area or parts of it 
despite several attempts and the 
use of several shorter or longer 
fragments. We cannot define 


- 


the species and can only give an 
opinion for both hair samples 
based on the phenotype. In one 
sample [the leather] the complete 
CYTB sequence of a Capra hircus 
(domestic goat) was identified. 
The microscopic examination 
also indicates a member of the 
bovidae. We therefore conclude 
that the hairs also originate from 
a domestic goat.” 

The results obtained by 


cryptozoologist Lars Thomas, 
who was contacted via Richard 
Freeman of the Centre for 
Fortean Zoology, were negative 
as well - at least regarding an 
unknown species of giant ape. 
However, he thought that the 
hairs were synthetic rather than 
those of a goat. On 11 November 
2021, Hans-Jorg Vogel sent me 
Thomas’s report. “I think that the 
nails are clearly some synthetic 


fibres... many of the adhering 
hairs appeared glued on... There 
is no trace of keratin as one would 
expect on a hoof, and there is no 
known mammal which exhibits 
such dense hair. The fibres are of 
different sorts - a large amount 
of them are simply very thin and 
ruffled, completely transparent 
and without any structure. These 
are without any doubt artificial 
fibres. Then there are many dark 
fibres or hairs - they constitute a 
strange mix. There is at least one 
human hair, something like dead 
dog hair, and some hair that may 
come from a dog or cat’s whiskers. 
But nothing that is even remotely 
unusual.” Thomas carried out an 
optical analysis (light microscope 
100 magnifications) of the nail 
and the hairs. He also tried to 
burn them - they smelt like 
synthetics and did not burn like 
hair. He said he couldn’t confirm 
a goat identity of the hairs as he 
had found only a few of them. 

The third institute to be asked 
to help was that of Dr Ketchum, 
who made headlines a few years 
ago when she published her 
results of a still very controversial 
study of yeti hairs (see FT298:35, 
308:8). She had been ill and 
unable to analyse the material 
to date. 

To conclude, none of the three 
scientific institutions involved 
- Lars Thomas in Copenhagen, the 
Institute for Veterinary Pathology 
in Berlin and the Forensic 
Institute in Hamburg - could 
confirm anything anomalous in 
the specimen. Who made it, and 
how much it was intended to 
deceive in the first place, remains 
an open question. 

It must be admitted that the 
material was suspect from the 
start, but the attempt to find out 
what the alleged yeti fingernail 
was is certainly laudable. If, 
against all expectations, the 
results had been positive for a 
hominological interpretation 
of the material, we would have 
gained far more than we lost 
from the negative results. So far, 
however, the mysterious man-like 
mammal of Siberia remains 
elusive. 


@¢ ULRICH MAGIN is a longtime 
contributor to FT and the author of 
Investigating the Impossible (2011). 
He lives in Germany. 
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How new gods are made 


Some of the most unlikely people have had godhead thrust upon them, says Bob Rickard, 
entranced and enlightened by this hefty study of more than 80 mortals who have been deified 


Accidental Gods 
On Men Unwittingly Turned 
Divine 

Anna Della Subin 


Granta Books 2022 
Hb, £20, 460pp, ISBN 9781783785018 


Many of the subjects of this del- 
ightfully curious book had no de- 
liberate part in their ascendency. 
It also includes a few accidental 
goddesses. This process seems to 
be universal - folklorist Robert 
Darnton wrote about the first 
balloonists coming down in the 
French countryside and being 
taken for gods or angels; and, as 
recently as 1999, footballer David 
Beckham was deified as a Budd- 
hist protector god in Bangkok’s 
Pariwat temple (FT137:20) - and 
one worthy of serious study. 

Anna Subin - an American 
writer, editor and journalist - 
had the splendid idea to study a 
selection of more than 80 people, 
from diverse cultures and times, 
who have been inadvertently 
deified, often in their absence 
and sometimes long after their 
demise. Some of her subjects are 
well known - St Paul, Columbus, 
Prince Philip, Haile Selassie, 
various Cesars, Gandhi, Queen 
Victoria - but her galaxy of 
lesser knowns is the real treasure 
trove. Subin’s themes, too, are fa- 
miliar in that she acknowledges 
the racism of the old colonial 
empires in facilitating how poor, 
aboriginal, uneducated peoples 
viewed the “civilised” invaders. 
But there is so much more than 
that in her narratives. 

Subin’s lively and erudite dis- 
cussion doesn’t just expose some 
neglected corners of history but 
shines a compassionate light into 
them, revealing the long forgot- 
ten origins of local deities and 
heroes. What makes it a really 
satisfying read is that she spends 
some time with the characters 


her curiosity resurrects from 
oblivion, revealing the often 
improbable (and often comic) 
chains of events that led to their 
apotheosis. Then, icing her cake, 
her branching investigations 
follow various closely related 
aspects — from the ritualistic 
to the comedic - each more 
wonderful than the previous. The 
entranced reader cannot help 
but be delighted and enlightened 
by these further expeditions as 
she enthusiastically pursues her 
subjects, even into the Afterlife. 
Subin divides her hefty study 
simply into three sections: the 
first dealing with how new gods 
are made; a long study of the 
British Raj and its ideals of 
nationality and masculinity; and 
lastly on the variations of how 
“whiteness” was deified all over 
the world. Significantly, many 
of her examples are of figures 
from the “civilised” world who 
ventured into the dark hearts of 
Africa, Japan, India, and South 


America. 


On Men Uniwittingty 
Turned Divine 


a 


ANNA DELLA 
, 


ye ae 


ACCIDENTAL 
GODS 


As an example of how an 


_ accidental god might be among 

| your acquaintances, Subin recalls 
| her own friendship with the 

_ venerable Belgian anthropologist 
: and translator Nathaniel Tarn, 


Balloonists coming 
down in the French 
countryside were 
taken for gods or 
angels 


devoting a whole chapter to 
the weirdness that permeated 
his life and travels. Tarn’s own 
inadvertent apotheosis occurred 
during his doctoral fieldwork in 
Guatemala in 1953, with villag- 
ers who worshipped an ancient 
indigenous god called Maximon 
(or Mam) which he described 
as “a four-foot-tall bundle of 
wood, iron and cloth”. Joining a 
group to wash the god’s clothes 
at midnight, Tarn noticed that 
the shaman and his helpers had 
fallen asleep, intoxicated. So he 
knelt to complete the ceremony, 
reciting “in broken Latin” from 
a Catholic prayer book “with 
dramatic gestures and crosses”. 
Followers of the Mam were, 
however, in eternal conflict with 
neighbouring Catholics, whose 
priests were determined to 


enforce the local law against idol- 


atry. Their assassination of the 
Mam recalls the bungled deicide 
of Rasputin: the fetish was shot 


at, set on fire and then beheaded. 


Horrified villagers saw priests 
dashing away from the scene 
with the god’s head - an old 
mask believed locally to be “as 
ancient as the universe itself” - 
machetes and “robes aflutter”. 
The greatest eye-opener for 
me was Subin’s long examina- 
tion of the historical tradition of 
suttee (sati) in popular Hinduism 
in which widows were believed 
to enter the flames of their 
husband’s pyre voluntarily and 
thereafter were worshipped as 


deities. Subin shows how, to a sig- 


nificant degree, the reactions of 
the white governors and priests, 
largely male and British, was 
one of horror at the intensity of 
female devotion. A turning point 
came in 1816, when Digambari, a 
14-year-old widow, was forbid- 
den to immolate herself so she 
dragged her husband’s body to 
Calcutta while fasting in protest. 
Digambari’s plight in turn 
ignited many uphill struggles for 
the rights of the continent’s sup- 
pressed, the neglected and the 
vulnerable. 

There is only space here to 
give a general idea of the variety 
of interesting elements in this 
wonderful study. For instance, 
you'll read about how Colum- 
bus’s ships were thought by their 
beholders to have come from 
the sky; the uncanny “photos” 
of Ascended Masters; the odd 
deifications of unknown British 
soldiers; MacArthur’s entry into 
Tokyo “like Jesus on the Mount”; 
how Gandhi learned to be a 
Hindu from the Theosophists; 
what Baden-Powell meant by 
“muscular Christianity” for boys; 
the native deification of the spir- 
its of dead colonialists in Central 
Africa; and the racialist element 
of the Spanish Inquisition. 

Subin’s method has academic 
qualities, but reads as easily as 
a lively but convoluted novel. 

I found Accidental Gods unput- 
downable as she elegantly segues 
from one obscure topic to the 
next in a way that kept my inter- 
est throughout. It is a cornucopia 
of history’s forgotten moments 

- the juicy and marvellous ones 
never taught in school - brought 
to life by Subin’s undisguised 
love of detail and compassion for 
human folly. If they ever taught 
history like this, schoolkids 
would be on the edge of their 
seats. 
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REVIEWS / BOOKS 


Witchcraft revealed 


Malcolm Gaskill examines a collection of 
newly translated texts on witch-hunting 


Origins of the 
Witches’ Sabbath 


ed. Michael D Bailey 


Pennsylvania State University Press 2021 


Pb, 127pp, £17.95, ISBN 9780271089102 


During the so-called “witch 
craze”, c.1420-1680, most 
people blamed witches for 
blasting crops, infecting 
livestock and hurting their 
families, which the courts 
recognised as the crime of 
maleficium. But the authorities 
also reviled witchcraft as an 
anti-Christian conspiracy, 
carried out by witches travelling 
through the night to gather on 
hillsides to pay homage to Satan 
and plot mayhem. 

The absence of hard evidence 
for this was explained by the 
fact that the Devil was good 
at covering his tracks. The 
other explanation - that the 
witches’ sabbath was a feverish 
delusion - was also heard. Yet 


perceived danger drove people 
towards the former. Besides, the 
sceptical view was a negative 
that could not be proved, any 
more than sabbaths could be 
proved to be real. So the idea 
of the sabbath, reinforced by 
lurid imagery of sacrificing 
babies, kissing the Devil’s arse 
and other enormities, lingered 
for generations in a balance 

of probabilities. Other factors 
helped keep the concept 

alive: men in authority wrote 
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convincingly about it, and 
confessing witches described 
sabbaths in grisly detail. 

This is a revealing volume 
of texts, newly translated by 
Michael Bailey, an expert 
in the history of witchcraft. 
They include secular as well 
as religious writers, given that 
witchcraft was a felony as 
well as a heresy. In short - and 
this was its ideological power 
- it threatened everyone and 
everything. 

These fascinating first-hand 
insights into pre-modern witch- 
hunting blend demonological 


theory with horror film scenarios. 


The Vauderie of Lyon, written 
by an inquisitor in the 1430s, 
relates how the Devil appeared 
at a sabbath “in the form of a 
very repulsive man, that is black, 
completely covered with hair 
and bristles, with horns, having 
a monstrous, drawn out and 
twisted shape”. There’s also a 
trial record in which a 60-year- 
old man, Jubertus of Bavaria, 
admits being a necromancer 
and snatching a baby, whom he 
“killed and roasted and mixed 
with the blood of a child who 
died without being baptised”. 
Sometimes, one senses the 
accused’s own fantasies creeping 
in. A clerk named Hans Friind 
recorded witches in the Swiss 
region of Valais, revealing how 
they anointed chairs with a 
magic ointment to ride from 


village to village, including into : 


cellars that had the best wine. 
What motivated these 


inquisitors and other writers? A : 


sincere sense of peril, for sure, 
but also the urge to exercise 
power. A French magistrate 
included in the volume, reacting 
to scores of local witch-trials, 
explained that he put pen to 
paper “so that the errors of 
magicians and witches might 

be made evident to ignorant 
people”. It was a self-serving 
formula that has lasted well into 
modern times: stoke up fear in 
the masses, then sell them the 
remedy. 
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Liars 

Falsehoods and Free Speech in 
an Age of Deception 

Cass R Sunstein 


Oxford University Press 2021 
Hb, 173pp, £17.99, ISBN 9780197545119 


Lies are nothing new and without 
little white lies there would be 
chaos and carnage. As an unwrit- 
ten social contract we generally 
do not tell people to their face 
they are ugly, their lifestyle is 

a mess, their kids are brats and 
they are stupid idiots. The film 
Liar, Liar starring 
Jim Carrey shows 
what happens if 

a lawyer starts 
speaking the truth 
and in TheInven- »& 
tion of Lying Ricky sai 

Gervais is equally hit by the need 
to say the truth without regard to 
the consequences. 

Lies can be relatively harmless 
and as those two fantasy/comedy 
films show, life is fundamentally 
changed if we are completely 
honest and truthful. Yet lies 
can also be very pernicious and 
incredibly dangerous to relation- 
ships and the fabric of society as 
a whole. 

Legal scholar Prof Cass Sun- 
stein of Harvard University ac- 
knowledges we cannot eliminate 
lying, fake news or falsehoods, 
but now they are a far greater 
danger as social media can 
quickly spread them throughout 
the world to millions of people. 

Some falsehoods or conspiracy 
theories, like claiming that the 
Moon landings never happened, 
are relatively harmless and not 
likely to do much harm, com- 
pared to saying Covid-19 does 
not exist. Another danger is that 
lies can be (and are) used by 
governments to destabilise other 
nations, especially to influence 
democratic elections or impor- 
tant referenda. 

To tackle this situation, 
Sunstein has produced a handy 
framework for dealing with lies 
that features four main factors. 
These are the state of mind of the 
liar, the magnitude of harm, the 
consideration of the likelihood 
of harm and the consideration of 
the timing of harm. Each of these 
has four levels of seriousness. 

Sunstein advocates mixing and 
matching these factors; there 
are 256 combinations. The most 
harmful lies, he says, should not 
be offered the safety net of the 


First Amendment designed to 
protect the basic freedoms of 
speech, religion and the press, 
and should be better regulated. 
Less harmful lies should be dealt 
with by counter-argument and 
better policing by social media 
providers. 

This is a closely argued exami- 
nation of lying and fake news, 
mainly in relation to US laws and 
organisations. Sunstein acknowl- 
edges there are legal anomalies 
in controlling fake news and 
outright lies, but their suppres- 
sion can be counter-productive 
and not desirable in a democratic 
society. He certainly shows it is a 
complex subject and offers some 
suggestions on how to deal with 
our Age of Deception without 
embracing Orwellian controls 
and restrictions. 

Nigel Watson 
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Sex Magicians 
Michael William West 


Destiny Books 2021 


Pb, 246pp, £16.99, ISBN 9781644111635 


The subtitle, far too long for the 
header, is a fair summary of the 
book: “The lives and spiritual 
practices of Paschal Beverly 
Randolph, Aleister Crowley, 
Jack Parsons, Marjorie Cameron, 
Anton LaVey and others.” There 
are 12 in all, in birth order, so 
rocket scientist Parsons and artist 
Cameron, a wondrous but highly 
dysfunctional couple, sandwich 
William Burroughs, which would 
undoubtedly have amused him. 

In a practical sense, the author 
says, Sex magic is “an occult 
branch of psy- 
chology, in that 
it allows the 
magician to access 
and meddle with 
the subconscious 
mind”, though 
really that could be said of all 
areas of magic. Put simply, it’s 
harnessing the power of human 
sexuality, especially the moment 
of orgasm, for magical purposes. 
Sex and spirituality have been 
linked in the East for centuries, 
but in the West it was the African 
American Paschal Beverly Ran- 
dolph who developed the magical 
practice in the mid-19th century. 
(Helena Blavatsky referred to 
him dismissively and bitterly as 
“the N....r”.) 

It’s good to see Randolph 
getting rightful recognition 


as, in West’s words, “the most 
important figure of the genesis of 
Western sex magic”; without him 
Theodore Reuss and Carl Kellner 
wouldn’t have founded the Ordo 
Templi Orientis - or would have 
done so only in a highly emascu- 
lated form - which would have 
had a knock-on effect on Aleister 
Crowley’s occult career. 

Inevitably, but unnecessarily, 
Crowley’s chapter is much longer 
than anyone else’s; it’s twice 
as long as Randolph’s, which is 
simply wrong. 

Also, the author barely gives 
any idea of the complex lineage 
leading from Randolph to the 
OTO - just a couple of sentences 
about the Hermetic Brotherhood 
of Luxor - and doesn’t even have 
entries for Reuss or Kellner! 
And though he mentions that 
Randolph “reinvented himself 
as ‘The Rosicrucian””, he gives 
no indication that his teachings 
were influential on the founders 
of both the Fraternitas Rosz 
Crucis and the Ancient and 
Mystical Order of the Rosy Cross 
(AMORC) - though both organi- 
sations have done their best to 
distance themselves from any 
taint of sex magic. 

Despite these significant fail- 
ings, Sex Magicians is a worth- 
while collection of readable and 
informative mini-biographies of 
the often troubled lives of some 
of the most significant esoteric- 
ists of the last century and a half, 
ending with Genesis P-Orridge, 
whose on-stage excesses with 
assorted bodily fluids in the 
1970s seem a universe away from 
Randolph’s ideas. 

David V Barrett 
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Mystery Big Cats 
Merrily Harpur 


Squeeze Press 2021 


Pb, 246pp, £14.95, ISBN 9781906069186 


This is a revised reprint of Har- 
pur’s 2006 book, its last chapter 
being a 2021 update in the form 
of a five-page postscript. It is 
illustrated throughout with black 
and white photographs. 

This book is quite rightly 
considered a seminal volume 
on the subject of UK mystery 
big cats or Anomalous/Alien 
Big Cats as they are also known. 
Harpur relates her own personal 
encounter with a mysterious 
feline in Gloucestershire and her 
subsequent fascination with the 


subject. She begins by explor- 

ing three questions: why have 
none of these mystery cats been 
caught or shot, why are they 
often described as “black pumas” 
despite the fact that pumas are 
never black, and finally if they 
are the result of escapes from 
zoos or illegal collections, where 
is the evidence? 

Harpur examines a wealth of 
witness testimo- MYSTERY 
nies and pictures BIG CATS 
and weighs 
up traditional 
explanations for 
such beasts, such 
as hybrids and 
hide-outs, as well as psychological 
misinterpretations. However, she 
ultimately offers her belief that 
they might, in fact, be demons. 
The elusiveness of such creatures 
and their tendency to be found 
in liminal spaces such as beside 
roads or rivers fits well into an 
other-worldly explanation. She 
posits that they embody the 
“trickster” motif, in that they 
appear like known big cats and 
yet, somehow, have an ethereal 
quality about them. She does not 
dismiss, however, the many re- 
ports of people being physically 
attacked by such creatures and 
the dents in car bonnets attesting 
to the corporeal nature of these 
animals. 

This is a thorough examination 
of the evidence and the many 
possible explanations for mystery 
cats. As science has so far failed 
to come up with a rational ac- 
count for the many recorded 
sightings, a supernatural explana- 
tion seems plausible. 

For anyone without the 2006 
edition this is an indispensable 
addition to any fortean library. 
Sue Hardiman 
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A Guide To Sky 
Monsters 


Thunderbirds, The Jersey Devil, 
Mothman and Other Flying 
Cryptids 

TS Mart and Mel Cabre 


Red Lightning Books 2021 
Hb, 200pp, £21.99, ISBN 9781684351244 


After surveying the world of hairy 
humanoids in their debut book, 
The Legend of Bigfoot, the mother- 
daughter team of TS Mart and 
Mel Cabre next turn their atten- 
tion skyward for a similar survey 
of winged things in their A Guide 


To Sky Monsters. 

And what is a sky monster? 
Their definition is quite broad, 
basically amounting to any 
cryptid that flies, although the 
most attention is reserved for the 
three creatures name-checked 
in the sub-title: Thunderbirds, 
the Jersey Devil and the Moth- 
man. Beyond reviewing these 
American monsters’ familiar 
origins and their body of lore, the 
authors dig a good bit deeper to 
provide cultural context, helping 
to explain the significance of, say, 
birds of prodigious size in Native 
American spiritual beliefs, while 
quite carefully equivocating on 
whether real animals gave rise to 
those beliefs, or if those beliefs 
primed people to see the animals 
(or believe they saw them, as the 
case may be). 

Though not always the sexiest 
parts of the book, 
it is this context - 
like the colonial era 
warfare and Cold 
War anxiety of the 
Ohio River valley 
giving rise to Moth- 
man, for example - that makes the 
stories of these most famous mon- 
sters fascinating, and it is what 
separates this guide from so many 
similar books on the subject. 

And then there’s artist Cabre’s 
quite masterful illustrations. 
These combine details from sight- 
ing reports and folklore with a 
keen understanding of how real 
animals are put together and how 
their bodies work, so that Cabre 
acts akin to a police sketch artist, 
coming up with a particular de- 
sign for a particular cryptid that 
looks like it’s able to account for 
the extant record and maybe even 
exist in the real world, however 
unlikely it is that many of these 
monsters might actually exist. 

Cabre’s remarkable illustra- 
tions really come to the fore in 
two chapters, “Who’s Who in the 
American Sky” and “Who’s Who in 
the Sky Around the World”. Each 
is devoted to brief, encyclopzdia- 
like profiles of monsters. As in The 
Legend of Bigfoot, in which Cabre 
managed to make a score or so of 
similar creatures look like com- 
pletely different species, there’s 
an admirable variety in this 
menagerie, with no two monsters 
mistakable for one another. 

If there’s another Mart and Ca- 
bre book of monsters on the shelf 
soon, I’d welcome it. 

Caleb Mozzocco 
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SKY MONSTERS 


The Scars of Eden 


Has humanity confused the idea 
of God with memories of ET 
contact? 


Paul Wallis 


6th Books/John Hunt Publishing 2021 
Pb, 181pp, £9.99, ISBN 9781789048520 


The author, a Christian minister 
for over three decades, had a rev- 
elation whereby he now reinter- 
prets the Genesis creation myths 
as literal evidence for aliens’ 
manipulation of humanity - a 
familiar theory to those who 
recall the “God was an astronaut” 
phenomenon of the 1970s, kick- 
started by Erich von Daniken 
(who has endorsed Wallis). 

Wallis writes in a personable 
and readable style, but seems 
unaware that many of his argu- 
ments were refuted long ago. He 
sees the Hebrew elohim as proof 
of multiple entities; EJ = God and 
-im =a plural marker. But plurali- 
sation in biblical Hebrew was also 
used to emphasise excellence, or 
as an honorific. A little learning 
can be a dangerous thing, but not, 
as Zecharia Sitchin learned, nec- 
essarily dangerous to book sales. 

Wallis’s quest takes him to Af- 
rica to learn of the creation myths 
of the Efik people of Nigeria; he 
also cites Dogon, Cherokee, Aztec 
and Aboriginal 
Australians’ origin 
myths, accepting 
them all as literal 
accounts of ancient 
contact with tall 
(and invariably 
white) beings with advanced 
technology. 

Interwoven throughout the 
book are Wallis’s own ET encoun- 
ters as a young man, partially- 
surfacing memories that his con- 
scious mind had presumably sup- 
pressed due to their traumatic 
nature. He recalls a disturbing 
experience when five “things” 
appeared at the foot of his bed 
one night; he dispels these “short, 
grey, almost translucent figures” 
by invoking the name of Jesus. I 
would have liked more explora- 
tion of Wallis’s alien contact mem- 
ories and of his subsequent con- 
version from conventional Christ- 
ian minister to advocate of the 
“ancient alien” thesis, both pot- 
entially fascinating from a psy- 
chological perspective. Instead, 
the bulk of this book deals with 
familiar and debunked ideas. 
Christopher Josiffe 
kk 
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REVIEWS / BOOKS 


Eating people is wrong... 


: Paul Cowdell gets his teeth into a book on cannibalism but finds that 


- the author has bitten off more than he can chew 


Eaters of the Dead 


Myths and Realities of Cannibal 
: Monsters 


: Kevin J Wetmore Jr 


) Reaktion Books 2021 
; Hb, 276pp, £16, ISBN 9781789144444 


: As Kevin Wetmore notes, canni- 

: balism is “fascinating and vastly 

: entertaining”. Any book on the 

: subject will contain something to 
: get your teeth into. Wetmore of- 

: fers an ambitious global “buffet 

: of corpse-eaters” in history, tradi- 
tion, popular culture and art. Not 
: every dish is filling, but there’s 

: enough to keep you coming back 
: for seconds. 

: The book’s broad scope some- 

: times leaves you feeling Wetmore 
: has bitten off more than he can 

: chew, a feeling exacerbated by 

: its haphazard arrangement - he 

: only finally outlines categories of 
: cannibalism on page 183. There’s 
: belated but useful treatment of 

: the anthropological arguments 

: that general cultures of cannibal- 
: ism may never have existed but 

: were created as a myth against 
“barbarians” and to justify colo- 

: nialism. That myth-making may 

: have been true too (he comments 
: on cannibalism as a Western, 
Orientalist addition to Islamic 

: ghul traditions), but there is 

: evidence for the reality, even if 

: “No society has ever actually 

: eaten the dead as a primary food 
: source”. Wetmore chiefly associ- 

: ates corpse-eating traditions with 
: scarcity of food resources. 

:  Wetmore’s five categories of 

: cannibalism are: Medicinal, Mor- 
: tuary (eating dead relatives as 

: a funerary practice), Sacrificial, 

: Political and Survival. The latter 

: is the most familiar today, and of- 
: ten evokes more sympathy than 

: condemnation. For all his insist- 

: ence on scarcity as a cultural 

: driver of cannibalism stories, the 
: focus on the monstrous makes 

: Wetmore more interested in 

: criminal and psychotic exam- 

: ples. To the observation “not all 

: famines lead to cannibalism”, he 
: retorts: “Conversely, not all can- 

: nibalism comes from famine.” 
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He is, though, careful to dis- 
tinguish eating god/s as different 
from eating people, with some 
thoughtful coverage of religious 
legends. It’s nice to read an ac- 
count of baby-eating legends that 
focuses on its Roman use as an 
anti-Christian smear rather than 
the familiar anti-Semitic libel it 
subsequently became. (Depress- 
ingly, the anti-Semitic legend has 
had a longer life than Wetmore’s 
survey suggests.) 

His categorisation might have 
been useful (to him as well as the 


EATERS 
of the DEAD 


reader) earlier, when distin- 
guishing between cannibalism 
(humans eating humans) and 
anthropophagy (beings of any spe- 
cies eating humans) - an essential 
point, as he also discusses liter- 
ary monsters preying on people 
in epics like Beowulf. The biggest 
problem is that Wetmore often 
throws this material together 
without following it through in 
practice. He notes, for example, 
that Polyphemus in Homer’s 
Odyssey isn’t a cannibal, but 
then uses a quote from Apol- 
lodorus (inaccurately translated, 
as it happens) describing him as 
just that. Wetmore’s preferred 
“corpse-eater” tries to get 
around this, but raises other 
questions in the process. The 
Japanese traditional Jikininki 

he discusses, for example, are 
non-corporeal, unlike most other 


entities here. 

Without satisfying the grander 
sweep of his argument, this 
does open the way to popular 
cultural representations. This is 
always interesting, even if it’s 
as entangled as his chapter on 
the Wendigo. Wetmore charts 
a whole raft of folklore and 
literary inventions, seeing the 
Native American myth as a (mis) 
diagnosis of cannibalism and 
a personification of the fear of 
hunger. He is good on the sug- 
gested Wendigo Psychosis, treat- 
ing this as a Western justification 
and explanation of the cannibal- 
ism drive, and refers instead to 
“wendigo psychoses (plural) ... 
that encompass myth, psychol- 
ogy, cultural phenomena and 
the lived experience of people 
driven to eat human flesh during 
times of survival cannibalism”. 

This allows ample scope, with 
the wendigo spearheading the 
wider popular appearance of 
corpse-eaters. The fountain- 
head is Algernon Blackwood, 
but Blackwood’s wendigo isn’t 
even anthropophagous, just 
uncivilised. At this point you 
feel there are too many worlds 
of interpretation for Wetmore to 
investigate closely enough: there 
are moments when everything 
seems to be a wendigo, includ- 
ing a metaphor for writers. Still, 
some fascinating metaphors (“we 
ourselves become the eaters of 
dead ideas”) linger long after 
reading. 

What really appeals to 
Wetmore is the “pop cannibal” 
(his phrase for Alferd Packer), 
and the not wholly successful 
last chapter is a whistlestop 
tour of cannibalism in popular 
culture, especially film. The 
usual suspects are here - Han- 
nibal Lecter, Cannibal Holocaust, 
Sweeney Todd - but there’s little 
information about most of the 
films, and it’s a little too cursory 
to be satisfying. This would not 
be my first recommendation for 
discussions of cannibalism in 
history and culture, but there is 
plenty to pick over here. 
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The Modern Myths 


Adventures in the Machinery of 
the Popular Imagination 


Philip Ball 


University of Chicago Press 2021 
Hb, 368pp, £20, ISBN 9780226719269 


The central argument of science 
writer Philip Ball’s lively if 
somewhat unoriginal treatise 
is that, despite the supposed 
materialistic hegemony of our 
post-Enlightenment world of 
scientific rationalism, humanity 
still needs its myths. 
It’s a well-worn 
argument. Indeed, 
THE * @ one might argue 
that nowadays only 
the most narrow- 
minded of thinkers 
still cling to the materialistic 
disregard of the continued 
importance of religion, magic 
and other varieties of human 
experience to the modern, or 
even postmodern, psyche. Ball’s 
book appears to fight a war 
already largely won. 

Dead horses beaten aside, Ball 
does at least present the reader 
with compulsively readable 
literary criticism. Addressed 
here are seven classic works of 
English literature - Robinson 
Crusoe, Frankenstein, The Strange 
Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, 
Dracula, The War of the Worlds, 
the Sherlock Holmes stories and 
Batman, a decidedly Western 
canon - which, in Ball’s estima- 
tion, transcend their origins as 
mere fiction and achieve the 
hallowed status of modern myths, 
precisely because their meanings 
are so nebulous. They are both of 
their time and timeless. Modern 
myths act as a kind of refuge for 
non-rational, magical thinking. 
They are stories that, for Ball, 
somewhat tautologically “could 
not have been told in earlier 
times, because their themes did 
not yet exist”. 

Ultimately, myths both ancient 
and modern endure, he argues, 
precisely because they resist 
the kind of rigorous certainty 
that the so-called empiricism of 
rational, scientific methodology 
demands. Again, his argument, 
while valid and persuasive, is 
already long-established. Despite 
its limited approach and its 
warmed-over thesis, Modern 
Mvths is both energetic and 
readable and, for those otherwise 
still unfamiliar with the subject, 
worth a look. 

Eric Hoffmann 
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STEVE TOASE PRESENTS HIS LATEST PICKS FROM THE 
WORLD OF SEQUENTIAL ART 


The 2000AD Encyclopedia 


Scott Montgomery 
Rebellion Publishing, 2022 


Hb, pp336, £39.99, ISBN: 9781786185617 


When | started reviewing comics 
for Fortean Times | made a 
couple of little personal rules — 
like not reviewing books about 
comics — but rules are meant to 
be broken, right? And if you’re 
going to break a rule, it’s worth 
doing for something as extensive 
and detailed as the 2000AD 
Encyclopedia. 

To research a book like this is 
a mammoth task. 2000AD has 
been running weekly for 45 years, 
with many short-lived strips along- 
side long-running stories such as 
the ubiquitous Judge Dredd’. The 
Encyclopedia also features work 
from the Judge Dredd Megazine, 
making the job even more daunt- 
ing. 

Scott Montgomery has done 
a fantastic job of surveying the 
title’s long history and distill- 
ing the details into a series of 
extensive ‘situation reports’, 
with summaries of characters, 
stories, and the best jumping-in 
points. As well as major players 
like Dredd, Slaine, and Nemesis 
the Warlock, you will also find fea- 
tures on much loved characters 
such as Chopper and Zenith, as 
well as more recent strips like 
‘Counterfeit Girl’. There are also 
many, many judges. 

While you would need an 
encyclopeedic knowledge to even 
begin to fact check a volume 
such as this, | find it’s useful to 
look up personal favourites. | 
was pleased to see well written 
entries on Peter Milligan and 
Jamie Hewlett’s ‘Hewligan’s Hair- 
cut’ (sorry, I’m a Nineties kid), the 


more recent Brit-Cit story ‘Storm 
Warning’ by Moore, Reppion and 
Foster, and ‘London Calling’ (an 
excellent story by Si Spurrier 
and Lee Garbett featuring Black 
Shuck amongst other folkloric 
treats). 

The design is excellent and 
the Encyclopedia is extensively 
illustrated throughout. Of course, 
there are spoilers galore, but as 
a way of discovering half-remem- 
bered gems as well as diving 
back into the back catalogue of 
20004D this is a must for any 
fan of this stalwart of British 
comics. 


Blade Runner 2029 Vol 2: 
Echoes 

Mike Johnson, Andres Guinaldo 

Titan Comics, 2022 


Pb, 112pp, £14.99, ISBN 9781787735972 


Blade Runner is now seen very 
much as part of the origins of 
cyberpunk, yet we often forget 
how truly odd Ridley Scott’s mas- 
terpiece was at the time — how 
strange the streets are once 
we drop from those opening 
shots, gliding over the cityscape 
with its venting flames. From 
the cadence of Rutger Hauer’s 
famous monologue to 
the fluorescent tube 
umbrellas, everything 
feels disturbingly off- 
kilter. 

Any Blade Runner 
comic written now is 
coming at the story with 
over 40 intervening years 
of cyberpunk stereo- 
types. The trick is to avoid writing 
a generic story in a generic cyber- 
punk setting, and I’m happy to 
say that this is a trap that Blade 
Runner 2029 avoids falling into. 

The story revolves around a 
group of replicants led by Yotun, 
a defective Nexus 6, who has 
plans for Los Angeles. Ash, 
meanwhile, is trying to stop the 
uprising, while saving her lover. 

Here Johnson and Guinaldo 
both manage to capture the 
character of the original, giving 
the story a sufficiently noir feel 
without it coming off as deriva- 
tive. This is particularly noticeable 
in the speech patterns of Yotun, 
which have a slight otherworldli- 
ness to them. This is all helped 


by the colour work of Marco 
Lesko, who brings the comic to 
life, with the city shining in its 
upper levels and swimming in 
rubbish and rain below. 

Telling any story in an iconic 
setting such as the Los Angeles 
of Blade Runner is always a 
difficult balancing act, but it’s 
one that Blade Runner 2029 suc- 
ceeds in. 


Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight 
John Reppion, Mark Penman 


www.moorereppion.bigcartel.com, R021 
Pb, pp48, £5 


The 14th century prose poem of 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
has received a lot of attention 

in the past 12 months. For a 
moment, | want to turn away 
from the silver screen to look at 
another retelling. John Reppion 
and Mark Penman have collabo- 
rated on their own version in the 
form of a special edition comic. 
Set around the Christmas period, 
the story of Gawain and his quest 
to fulfil his vow to the Green 
Knight is a strange tale of obliga- 
tions, disgrace and enchant- 
ments. In his stunning artwork, 
Penman has used a fes- 
tive colour scheme of red 
and green to illustrate 
this hallucinatory retelling 
of Gawain’s quest, with 
Reppion’s boisterous and 
celebratory storytelling 
delivering its own colour. 
| fear the initial publica- 
tion run will sell out 
quickly, but if you can get a copy, 
this is a joy to read. 


John Carpenter’s Night 
Terrors: Sour Candy 
Kealan Patrick Burke, Jason Felix 

Storm King Productions, 2022 


Pb, pp104, £15.99, ISBN 9781734389142 


When John Carpenter’s name is 
attached to a project, you know 
to expect something unsettling, 
something probably just the other 
side of sanity. John Carpenter’s 
Night Terrors is an anthology line 
of comics that aims to capture 
the atmosphere and tone of Car- 
penter’s work. Sour Candy, the 
fifth title released under the Night 
Terrors banner, definitely delivers. 


After a strange run-in with a 
distressed child, Phil Pendleton’s 
life shifts into a different shape, 
one that he can’t seem to 
escape. There is a huge amount 
for horror aficionados to enjoy 
here, from the old soul child, 
Adam, to the folk horror touches 
that lurk behind the story. This 
will appeal to fans of everything 
from In The Mouth of Madness to 
Kill List. 

Kealen Patrick Burke’s incred- 
ibly unsettling script is intensified 
by Jason Felix’s photorealistic art- 
work, which seems to occupy that 
place in the uncanny valley where 
even the most mundane scenes 
don’t feel quite right. In a story 


| where sweet treats play such a 


pivotal role, this is a confection 
that fans of folk and cosmic 
horror will definitely enjoy. 


Step By Bloody Step #1 
Si Spurrier, Matias Bergara 

Image Comics, 2022 

Pb, pp48, £4.50, ISBN 70985303315800111 


In the latest comic from Si Spur- 
rier, Matias Bergara and Matheus 
Lopes, there is no dialogue, no 
exposition, no history and no 
explanation. There is a metal 
giant striding across a landscape 
with a small girl cradled in its 
hand. Occasionally, it puts the 
girl down to deal with a threat, 
and there are many in this world, 
before picking her up once more 
to continue on its way. 

Bergara’s art is beautiful, and 
without any dialogue it has to 
carry the whole weight of the 
narrative. There is no description 
or witty wordplay to hide behind 
here, just visual storytelling, 
which includes Matheus Lopes’s 
superb use of colour, to convey a 
complex relationship that unfolds 
throughout the story. 

The character design and 
worldbuilding are excellent, but 
what really impressed me was 
the way that — from the very first 
image — different viewpoints 
are used to convey a sense of 
scale, both between the girl and 
the giant, and the threats they 
encounter along the way. There 
is tenderness here, as well as 
jealousy and violence, and that 
contrast makes Step By Bloody 
Step such a powerful piece of 
work. Highly recommended. 
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Batman noir 


If you like a bit of grit in your spandex, then the latest iteration of Batman from director Matt Reeves 
should appeal, returning the caped crusader to his crime-fighting roots in a dystopian Gotham 


The Batman 


Dir Matt Reeves, US 2022 
On UK release 


As has been par for the course 
these last two years, the theatrical 
release of Matt Reeves’s The 
Batman has been postponed 
several times, but the latest 
cinematic take on the iconic DC 
Comics character has now arrived, 
bringing with it a dark realism 
that makes Christopher Nolan’s 
Batman trilogy look almost 
cartoonish in comparison. 

While The Batman is in no 
way a sequel to 2019’s Joker, it’s 
not much of a stretch to imagine 
that the bleak, Scorsese-esque 
1970s style of Todd Phillips’s 
film could eventually morph into 
Reeves’s contemporary, dystopian 
Gotham as Reeves’s film oozes 
Se7en and Zodiac vibes, although 
without feeling derivative of 
David Fincher’s work. Given 
that, it’s safe to say that there is 
nothing family-friendly about 
this version of Batman. This is not 
only because of the film’s violence 
- which is grim without going 
overboard - but also the darkness 
that saturates both the visuals and 
the motivations of its characters, 
showcasing the worst in humanity 
from several angles. 

This will be a welcome change 
of pace not only for those 
who dislike the MCU style of 
superhero entertainment, but 
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The playboy antics 
are abandoned in 
favour of a socially 


inept recluse 
eee 


also for filmgoers who like darker 
types of film in general, as The 
Batman is above all a neo-noir - 
just one where the protagonist 
wears an unusual outfit while he 
solves crimes. 

With so many incarnations of 
the caped crusader having graced 
the screen over the decades, 
comparisons with past portrayals 
are inevitable, and just like the 
many Batmen before him, Robert 
Pattinson is up for scrutiny. As 
anyone who has been keeping 
up with his career can tell you, 
the actor has long established 
himself as a charismatic and 
uncompromising performer, 
which results in Pattinson’s 
Batman having a subtle yet deeply 
unsettling presence. Similarly, his 
Bruce Wayne is also an unusual 
take on the public persona of 
the orphaned billionaire, as the 
playboy antics of Batmen past are 
abandoned entirely in favour of a 
socially inept recluse. 

In fact, the film boasts superb 
acting across the board from its 
impressive cast, with Zoé Kravitz 
making for a compelling Selina 
Kyle/Catwoman. She embodies 
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the character with a determined 
sultriness and level of agility that 
feels true to both the comic book 
character as well as this more 
grounded version. 

One of the few issues I had 
with the film is that its duration 
of nearly three hours really is 
slightly too long and the pacing 
does struggle in a few places, 
particularly towards the middle. 
Similarly, some may find it 
somewhat lacking the grandeur 
associated with superhero 
spectacle, although others will 
consider this a bonus, as it helps 
maintain immersion in the film’s 
sense of realism. 

Be it the child-like joy of 
Shazam! or oversaturated 
campiness of Aquaman, the DC 
Extended Universe has become 
a tonal shambles of superhero 
entertainment, and it is difficult 
to see exactly where this fits into 
the bigger picture. But perhaps 
making everything fit into a 
bigger narrative is not always 
necessary. In the end, a film 
like The Batman - as with Todd 
Phillips’s Joker —is perhaps better 
served by standing on its own. It 
will easily find an audience across 
movie-going demographics thanks 
to its mix of earnest darkness and 
a sincere level of emotion, which 
makes this Batman a version of 
the character many will want to 
revisit in spite of his grimness. 
Leyla Mikkelsen 
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Soulmates 


Created by Will Bridges & Brett 
Goldstein, USA 2020 
Acorn Media, £24.99 (DVD) 


Good science fiction isn’t just 
about ideas; it’s about how those 
ideas affect people. On this basis 
Soulmates ought to be good SF. 
Except that it isn’t. 

The concept is simple. In 
2023 scientists discover the 
soul particle, accessed through 
scanning the eyes: a cliché, 


but let it pass. Soul Connex is 

an organisation offering the 
ultimate dating service: you 
take the Test, an eye-scan, and it 
matches you with your soulmate. 
That is the sum total of the 
scientific idea behind the series. 

There are six completely 
unrelated episodes, basically 
mini American soap operas, 
each with a different setting, 
story and characters. There’s no 
continuity: no development of 
ideas, of characterisation, of plot. 
Almost the only link beyond the 
basic premise is that emotional 
conversations (of which there are 
many) all seem to be filmed with 
a shaky handheld camera, which 
quickly gets annoying. 

The stories are fairly obvious. 
What happens if your soulmate 
hasn’t taken the Test, or if they’ve 
died? What happens if you’re 
already married and take the 
Test? You can almost guarantee it 
won’t come up with your spouse 
- so there’s inevitable infidelity, 
heartache and ruined marriages. 
What if you’re on your way to see 
your soulmate for the first time, 
and you meet someone else along 
the way, and click? What if you’re 
straight, and the soulmate you’re 
offered is the same gender? The 
whole thing is actually quite 
depressing, as the stories draw 
on human frailties, and perfectly 
understandable human reactions 
such as jealousy and anger. 

The only stories that stand out, 
because they’re not just different 
but imaginative, are a rather silly 
gay dark comedy thriller which 
has almost nothing to do with the 
soulmate premise; and one that 
starts with a support group for 
people whose soulmate is already 
dead, and goes on to a suicide 
cult so you can be united with 
them. 

Soulmates is an interesting 
idea, but it could have been done 
so very much better. 

David V Barrett 
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TELEVISION 


FT’s very own couch potato, STU 


NEVILLE, casts an eye over the small 
screen’s current fortean offerings 


Fantastic Beasts: A 
Natural History 


Tuning in to BBC1 of a Sunday 
evening, Fantastic Beasts: A 
Natural History is, according 
to the Radio Times, an hour 
with Stephen Fry attempting 
to “unfurl all sorts of mysteries 
around extraordinary beasts”. 
A dramatic opening shot of the 
Natural History museum by 
night; then, the omnipresent 
national treasure dramatically 
flings open the doors and 
proceeds through the deserted 
halls, inviting us to join him 

in an alliterative journey of 
“exhilarating expedition 

and daring discovery” as he 
attempts to find the truth 
behind the legends. A montage 
of familiar cinematic animals 


plays out (cough, Harry 
Potter, cough), a snippet of JK 
Rowling burbling about the 
wonders of nature and then, 
inevitably, one of the little CGI 
buggers from her Fantastic 
Beasts franchise scampering 
up the statue of Darwin’s 
marble beard (a platypus- 
looking thing called a Niffler, 
Tam reliably informed. The 
beast, not the beard.) You 
might think there’s another 
movie due out, but this is 

the ad-free BBC, so perish 


A platypus-looking 
thing called 

a Niffler, Iam 
reliably informed 


THE REVEREND’S REVIEW 


FT’s resident man of the cloth REVEREND PETER LAWS dons 


his dog collar and faces the flicks that Church forgot! 


By the early 1980s, infamous 
producers Menahem Golan and 
Yoram Globus had restored the 
fortunes of Cannon Films with a 
string of profitable grindhouse 
movies. So, when they asked 
British sex-and-gore director 
Pete Walker to make a low 
budget film, he had just the 
idea: an abortion horror about a 
terminated alien foetus seeking 
its own brand of justice. The 
Israeli cousins rolled their eyes 
and said no. They wanted “a 
good old fashioned horror film”. 
Walker threw out the foetus 
and went ultra-classic with 
House of the Long Shadows 
(Fabulous Films, £12.99) an 
adaption of Earl Derr Biggers’s 
1913 novel Seven Keys to 
Baldpate. The set-up’s a cracker: 
cocky American novelist (Desi 
Arnaz Jr) bets his publisher 


£10k that he can write a trashy 
gothic novel in 24 hours. He just 
needs an empty old mansion to 
write it in. It’s not empty at all, 
but filled to the gills with classic 
horror actors: Peter Cushing! 
Vincent Price! Christopher Lee! 
John Carradine! Julie Peasgood 
from Brookside! 

Cushing is superb. He plays 
up a speech impediment for 
laughs, but gets more and more 
heart-breaking as the film goes 
on. Watch for when he says, 

“Tt is all I have ever known... 
fear”. It’s such an unexpectedly 
raw, emotional moment that I 
wiped an actual tear from my 
cheek. Despite the golden cast, 
Walker underuses them. I can’t 
remember a shot with them all 
in the same frame. He deserves 
credit, though, for bringing 

a dignified finesse to certain 


such thoughts. Fry doesn’t 
interact with the Niffler. It’s 
just... there. 

In fairness, this is all 
squarely aimed at the younger 
end of the market, but has 
much to recommend it. The 
dragon segment features the 
avuncular Fry sauntering 
through Utah for a chat with 
the splendidly-named park 
ranger Casey Dooms about 
dinosaur bones and how 
ancients would have thought 
them monster remains. Then 
to San Diego Zoo and some 
skittish vervet monkeys 
representing innate human 
fears, before these elements 
are pulled together and we 
learn that the combination of 
eagle, snake and big cat would 
be the ultimate nightmare to 
our forebears — all interesting 
stuff in its own right. 

Next, Fry ambles up 
Platform 9% to board the 
Hogwarts Express, as he’s off 
to Scotland to talk unicorns. 
Cue reverential fondling 
of a Narwhal tusk, a close 


The genteel tale is 

invaded by sudden 
bursts of shocking 

violence 


scenes - impressive from the 
director of House of Whipcord 
(brilliant precisely because it’s 
so undignified). 

You might think that this is 
a spoof. Not really. Sure, there 
are funny lines (Price touches 
a slit throat: “Piano wire -he 


must have heard her singing!”). 
: Yet it’s played more for film 

: buff nostalgia than laughs. This 
: irked Price. In 1992 he said he 

: hated the film because so much 


of the comedy was removed. 


: Cushing, however, found it a 


“lovely” experience. There’s 
a great extra on the disc with 
a sweet moment. Actress 


Julie Peasgood is handed a 
: heartfelt note from Cushing 


congratulating her on her work. 


He says that “he often thinks 


encounter with some happy 
rhinos and lots of Oryx. Back 
to Kensington and upstairs — 
followed at a distance by the 
Niffler - to the NHM’s tank 
room, festooned with jars of 
pickled tentacles, for a chat 
about Krakens, mermaids and 
manatees, a visit to Adrian 
Shine, and so on. 

None of this is news to us, 
but go back 50 years and this 
is almost exactly (minus the 
Hogwarts-puffery) what David 
Attenborough did on the same 
channel in Fabulous Animals, 
and it’s tempting to speculate 
that Rowling, being of the 
right age, took inspiration 
from both programme and 
title. It certainly inspired an 
interest in the seven-year-old 
me that remains to this day, 
so if Fry does the same for a 
new generation, then this can 
only be a good thing. As for the 
product-placement, one can 
argue that the BBC is itself a 
fantastic beast under threat, 
so taking the Warner Bros 
shilling can only help. 


back to the days making House 
of the Long Shadows”. 

Yet by 1983 the film felt 
out of step with audiences. 
Horror fans had been fed a 
diet of slasher movies, where 
characters were little more 
than teenage meat skittles, 
existing only to fall. Here, 
character is the film’s driving 
force; it’s more Agatha Christie 
than Friday the 13th. But this 
is Walker, whose previous 
film, Frightmare, was labelled 
a “moral obscenity”, so the 
genteel tale is invaded by 
sudden bursts of shocking 
horror: one woman has her face 
burned off with acid, another is 
strangled so that her eyeballs 
literally pop out. You don’t get 
that on Murder She Wrote. 

One line from Price, seems 
to capture the horror landscape 
of the time: “The old order is 
gone forever, and now we must 
crumble into dust.” Not so fast, 
Vincent. Beautiful looking 
Blu-rays like this have a habit 
of bringing dead legends back 
to vibrant life... 
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Tiny dinosaurs 


The very interesting report on 
‘Man Of Russia’ and his outland- 
ish claims about giant trees 
[FT415:9] got me thinking about 
a pet theory of my own. For some 
time now I have been kicking 
around the idea that dinosaurs 
were, in fact, quite small - at most 
no bigger than, say, the animals 
that roam Earth nowadays, maybe 
even smaller; and that through 
some epic geological process, over 
millions of years, the fossilised 
bones of certain specimens 
gradually expanded or else (my 
favourite theory) the planet itself 
is gradually swelling and growing 
and somehow these bones were 
caught up in some growth spurt 

at some time or another. If, as we 
are led to believe, giant dinosaurs 
did exist in vast numbers, then the 
planet would be literally littered 
with bones and evidence rather 
than the few, occasional, examples 
that do turn up. 

Now, you won’t be surprised to 
learn that I cannot qualify this 
theory in the slightest — but it is, 
at least, as plausible as ancient 
40-mile-high trees or, indeed, the 
Earth being flat. So, any takers? 
Simon Besson 
Manchester 


War casualty? 


In Rob Gandy’s feature ‘Not the 
face!’ [FT414:46], he mentions 

a friend’s parents encountering 
aman in Wallasey during the 
late 1950s dressed in typical city 
clothes, “a little old-fashioned, 
possibly pre-WWII”, but who 
had no face. His friend’s mother 
said there was “just a mist where 
his face should have been” and 
thought it “looked rather like 
muslin”. Perhaps it was muslin. 
Many WWII pilots and other ser- 
vice personnel suffered terrible 
disfigurement from burns, and 
some may well have resorted to 
wearing a face covering in order 
to avoid other people’s reactions. 
Patricia Cox 

Halesowen, West Midlands 


Puritan puzzlement 


I think I can throw some light on 
the sighting of a man in Puritan 
costume mentioned in Peter 


-SIMULAGRA 
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We are always glad to receive pictures of 
spontaneous forms and figures, or any 
curious images. Send them (with your 
postal address) to Fortean Times, 

PO Box 1200, Whitstable CT1 9RH 

or to|sieveking@forteantimes.com 


~ 


Tony Sandy sent us this photograph taken in Shin Falls Forest 
Walk in Sutherland in the Scottish Highlands, commenting: 
“The Easter Bunny arrives early this year.” 


We can’t recall where this rabbit-shaped bonfire photo came 
from... 


We are always glad to receive pictures of spontaneous forms 
and figures, or any curious images. Send them (with your postal 
address) to Fortean Times, PO Box 66598, London N11 9EN or to 
sieveking@forteantimes.com 


| Moss’s Ghosts Over Britain (1979). 


The ‘Wandering Puritan’ story on 
[page 69mentions the historical 
apparition seen in the public 
lavatories at Keele Services by 
two Ipswich Town fans on their 
way to an FA Cup tie at Manches- 
ter United on 26 January 1974. 
As an ex-member of the 
Sealed Knot, I know that we 
used to re-enact the Battle of 
Nantwich (1644) on this date. 
We would often travel in 17th 
century clothes, especially for 
this weekend as it was a one-day 
muster. I can’t solve the other 
part of the story of the figure 
seen in Colchester, but it was our 
habit in those days to don our 
costumes whenever we could. On 
one occasion we gave a fright toa 
local man as we took a late-night 
look around Borley Rectory on 
the Saturday of our re-enactment 
at Stowmarket. He skidded to a 
halt and only realised we were 
corporeal 20th century people 
after a few minutes. 
Steve Watkins 
Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands 


Richard Parker 


While reading ‘Taking the future 
as read’ [FT415:40-44], I was par- 
ticularly interested in the stories 
of two Richard Parkers who were 
the victims of cannibalism - ei- 
ther in fictional or real-life ship- 
wrecks. Another manifestation 

of Richard Parker is in Yann Mar- 
tel’s book Life of Pi, in which he is 
characterised as a tiger and part 
of the narrator’s psyche. However, 
in this story, Richard Parker gets 
to survive. Was Martel inspired 
by Edgar Allan Poe and the story 
of the Mignonette? Perhaps he 
wanted to give poor old Richard a 
break from being a sailor’s dinner 
while leaving a lovely Easter egg 
for the Poe fans. 

Elly Reiszner 

By email 


Pegging 

Barry Baldwin’s Classical Corner 
column on ancient sex toys 
[FT414:15] suggests that the term 
‘pegging’ for female-on-male anal 
intercourse with a dildo may be 
related to the Victorian penile 
slang term ‘pego’. The source of 
‘pegging’ can unambiguously be 
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identified as a 2001 column by 
the American sex writer Dan Sav- 
age 
SavageLove?oid=7730) in which he 
asked readers to suggest words 

to be used for the activity. The 
reader who suggested ‘pegging’ 
claimed that, according to an 
unidentified American slang dic- 
tionary, during the “wooden ships 
and iron men” era of the Royal 
Navy, lads who acted as catamites 
for older sailors were known as 
“peg boys” due to their alleged 
use of wooden pegs to improve 
their anal receptiveness — a tale 
which has a strong whiff of urban 
legend. Nevertheless, this is the 
alleged etymology. 

Philip Eagle 

Woodford Green, Essex 


Occam’s 
shortcomings 


In his letter [FT413:70], John 
Chordman suggests that we 
should be suspicious of dyed-in- 
the-wool sceptics who masquer- 
ade as forteans. Sure, but that 
cuts both ways: also be suspicious 
of committed believers who 
masquerade as forteans. He also 
says that “these individuals are 
uncomfortable with ambiguity 
and crave the safe haven of cer- 
tainty”. Well blow me down and 
call me an old “sceptical chymist” 
-I’d always thought that it was 
the believers who required cer- 
tainty. As a scientist, Iam happy 
with uncertainty and ambiguity, 
that’s just the way life is. Because 
of this, my scepticism varies from 
subject to subject depending 

on the level of evidence offered. 
This means that I find the claims 
of, say, astrology and graphology 
risible as so much good evidence 
exists debunking them. But that 
doesn’t mean that they aren’t 
interesting from a more fortean 
perspective. 

Chordman also discusses the 
sound bite simplicity of the state- 
ment “Absence of evidence is not 
evidence of absence”. Forms of 
this are used at both ends of the 
sceptical spectrum. Setting limits 
on human exposure to various 
substances often has to be done 
with poor data - and toxicolo- 
gists have been known to mutter 
rather despairingly: “Absence of 
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Devil’s Doorways 


OF ee IN 7 SE 3 


| ie Sf 


Following the feature ‘Knockin’ on Devil’s Doors’ [FT414:48- 
51], here’s some pictures of the rather splendid Devil’s Door 
at St John the Baptist’s Church, Halesowen. In the north wall, 
we pass it regularly when going three times round the church 


sunwise to lose the Old One. 


Chris Warr, Halesowen, West Midlands 


evidence of effect isn’t the same 
as evidence of absence of effect”. 
Ron Gardner 

Upton Snodsbury, Worcestershire 


Bullroarers 


One of the joys of reading 
Fortean Times is that you can get 
an article on something that you 
know nothing about, which then 
fills you with wonder. This was 
the case with Steve Marshall’s 
excellent Voice of the Ances- 
tors — the Mysterious Bullroarer 
[FT414:38-45]. There are a couple 
of things that I would like to say 
about bullroarers. The first is that 
their description took me back 
to my childhood in the 1950s and 
1960s when comics such as Beezer 
and Topper would every so often 
have a ‘free gift’ that was a piece 
of cardboard printed and shaped 
to look something like a bumble 
bee across which an elastic band 
was stretched. This would then 
be swung around the head ona 
piece of string and would make a 
buzzing sound like a bee (caused 
by the air vibrating through the 
elastic band). Great fun - not 
quite a bullroarer, but similar. 
My second point is a specula- 
tion about how the bullroarer 
universally came to be used only 
by men and boys and kept away 


from women and girls. Steve well 
describes the various related 
stories and legends quoted by 
men; but it was his description of 
his experience at Newgrange in 
Treland that caught my eye. He 
states: “My wife went inside the 
tomb with a large, mixed group 
of tourists; I stayed outside and 
whirled the bullroarer by the 
entrance as usual, so its sound 
went into the passage. Inside, 

all the women were startled 

and shocked when the sound 
began — the men, on the other 
hand, seemed not to notice.” This 
suggests to me that the sounds 
and frequencies generated by a 
bullroarer are heard and sensed 
in different ways by men and 
women. Therefore, as far back 

as when the first bullroarer was 
created, men and boys would 
have enjoyed whirling it around 
for fun and because of the noises 
it makes - and promptly been 
admonished by their women and 
girls who found this irritating 
and/or disconcerting (perhaps 
with some physical discomfort?) 
The females would not have been 
backward in telling the males to 
not play with the bullroarer any- 
where near them (or else!); and 
so the males would have learned 
that they should sneak off to 
somewhere secluded or far away 


in order to have fun playing 
with their bullroarer. My con- 
tention is that it then naturally 
evolved (for all peoples across 
the world) for men and boys 
to play with their bullroarers 
away from the women and girls; 
and that stories and legends 
were then created to justify this 
separation, which would have 
become increasingly and incre- 
mentally more colourful with 
each telling over the ages, as is 
the case with much folklore. 
What exactly might be any 
differences between how the 
two sexes hear and sense the 
bullroarer I cannot say, but it 
might make for an interesting 
piece of neurological research. 
Rob Gandy 
By email 


The bullroarer is but one of a 
large family of such gadgets. 

A comparable device was 

used by the First Nations of 
Newfoundland as an instrument 
of psychological warfare. I can’t 
quote verse and chapter of the 
relevant saga, but in his book on 
the discovery of the Viking set- 
tlement at Anse aux Meadows, 
archeologist Helge Ingstad 
describes an encounter between 
the Norsemen and the locals 
according to a medieval text 
[p.76 pf the German edition, 

Die erste Entdeckung Amerikas). 
The locals came by canoe and 
whirled sticks clockwise and 
counter-clockwise above their 
heads, causing a sound “like 
threshing”. When it came to a 
fight, the First Nations used a 
stick on which they had fixed a 
large, blue and black ball which 
they then threw at the Vikings, 
and which made an “abomina- 
ble noise”. Similar weapons 
were said to have been used 
well into the middle of the 19" 
century by the Algonquin. 


e Colin Wilson [FT412:54] 
has always amazed me by his 
desperate need to believe 
anything as long as main- 
stream science rejects it. He 
always opted for the renegades 
without any hesitation, and it 
must be said that this led to 
barbarous acts like him deny- 
ing the Holocaust and the gas 
chambers. In a review in Books 


LETTERS 


and Bookmen in November 1974 

“The Fuhrer in Perspective”, 
he says quite casually that 

the Holocaust was an inven- 

tion: there had never been gas 

chambers or Nazi ovens. Wilson 

was inspired by the writings of 

a neo-Nazi, a certain Harwood. 

Some readers were offended 

by Wilson’s fascist nonsense, so 

he went on for several issues 

of the magazine to defend the 

Nazi historian (see Deborah E 

Lipstadt: Betrifft: Leugnen des 

Holocaust, Zurich: Rio Verlag 

1994, p. 150-153). 

Ulrich Magin 

Hennef, Germany 


The Conspirasphere 


Ihave read with increasing 
concern Noel Rooney’s column 
The Conspirasphere over the 

last year or so. I felt it lacked 
intellectual rigour with many 
statements of opinion treated as 
fact, and a readiness to write off 
commentators that are clearly 
inspiring dangerous actions as 
simple harmless kooks. (His com- 
ments on Q-Anon were tortured 
in trying to dilute the views and 
separate the strands, where the 
entire issue with it is that it is 
now a confused, cross-fertilising 
movement, that is growing in rich 
soil in many countries.) In all, his 
columns’ tenor increasingly see 
them aligned with a particular 
right-wing viewpoint in society. 

The column on Covid conspira- 
cies [FT415:24] pushed it all over 
the line (cumulatively, not be- 
cause of the topic itself) as it was 
so obviously riddled with partial 
reporting, under-reporting, and 
(as political commentators put 
it) ‘bad takes’. 

To describe the well reported 
criticism at a committee hearing 
by Dr Anthony Fauci of Senator 
Rand Paul as “an ongoing spat” 
or “continue[d] hissing and spit- 
ting at each other and mutter- 
ing conspiracist accusations” is 
the worst sort of ‘two-sidesism’ 
reporting. A 4’50” section can be 
easily viewed from NBC news at 
< .cnbc.com/2022/01/11/fau- 
‘auci calmly describes 
phone calls and other threats to 
his home. He says that he thinks 


that Sen Paul’s repeated com- 
ments against him “kindles the 
crazies out there” and he refers 
to harassment of his family and 
children. Fauci posits that Paul’s 
personal attacks on his service 
seem politically motivated, citing 
a page from Paul’s website where 
the banner “Fire Dr Fauci” is on 
a page soliciting donations to 
the senator. Throughout Fauci’s 
comments the senator retorts, 
loudly and talking over the 
scientist, with a few views about 
the excesses of lockdown, and 
then a preposterous comment 
that Fauci was the “lead archi- 
tect” of all of the US’s response 
(to which Fauci responds that 
“everything I say has been in 
support of the CDC (Center for 
Disease Control) guidelines” on 
mask-wearing, hand-washing and 
vaccination). 

Given that the principal issue 
in the US has been the conflict 
between the views of the federal 
government and those of certain 
state governments, Paul’s com- 
ments and deliveries certainly 
come close to “hissing”, “spit- 
ting” and “muttering conspira- 
cist accusations”. (Why is Paul 
so annoyed with Fauci? Perhaps 
because in his own state of Ken- 
tucky, the Democratic Governor 
followed the guidance that Fauci 
encourages, and did not follow 
the libertarian playbook of 
banning masks and denigrating 
vaccines.) 

Rooney’s report of the ex- 
change does, however, remind 
me of what I heard a political 
commentator say: that the 
tendency of modern journal- 
ists is to describe everything as 
a two-sided spat. If Candidate 
A made an unfounded accusa- 
tion that Candidate B was a 
child-molesting fraudster, and 
Candidate B retorted that Candi- 
date A’s comments were a nasty 
lie, the next day’s report would 
merely say: “Candidate A and B 
exchanged bad-tempered barbs 
in last night’s debate”. 

Rooney says Marjorie Taylor 
Greene was being banned from 
Twitter for expressing “opinions 
about Covid that are not exactly 
mainstream”. Presumably in 
comparison to her previous so- 
cial media comments such as on 
Jewish space lasers causing wild- 


fires (I am still awaiting mine to 
be delivered, so cannot comment 
on their fire-raising efficacy), 
Rooney opines that “spouting 
conspiracy theory has become 
less of a crime than contesting 
quasi-medical orthodoxy”. His 
citation is BBC News’ online 
report that Greene’s ban came 
after a tweet about “extremely 
high amounts of Covid vaccine 
deaths” in the US, and a previous 
“fourth strike in August after she 
falsely posted that coronavirus 
vaccines were ‘failing’ and called 
on regulators not to approve new 
shots”. What is “quasi-medical” 
about the view that there are no 
“extremely high amounts” of 
deaths caused by the vaccine or 
that the vaccines were “failing”? 

Should Greene have been 
banned earlier for “spouting 
conspiracy theory”? That is a 
different debate for another 
day, but Rooney’s attempts to 
promote a theory that “contest- 
ing quasi-medical orthodoxy” is 
the new thought crime is based 
on thin evidence. 

Tagree with Rooney entirely 
when he says that “seeing the 
demons is, of course, a core tenet 
of some schools of thought in the 
C-sphere” [FT415:24]. I write 
this email a few days after Burns’ 
Night so the phrase that comes to 
mind is: “O wad some Pow’r the 
giftie gie us; To see oursels as ith- 
ers see us!” Rooney’s articles see 
demons in all places which stand 
agin the C-sphere (such as those 
of us who are willing to believe 
“quasi-medical orthodoxy”). In 
the C-sphere, where the demons 
inspire people to arm them- 
selves and drive to Washington 
DC, invade pizza parlours, 
campaign outside vaccination 
centres, and send 
death threats to 
scientists, Rooney 
appears to see 
only “wee, sleekit, 
cowrin, tim’rous 
beastie[s]” and 
that we main- 
streamers are 
over-reacting. 

To recap, lack of 
citation, misreport- 
ing, over-stating, 
and a two-sidesism 
that constantly 
seems to favour a 


positive view of the conspira- 
cist and besmirch those seeking 
to counter them. Is this good 
writing? Is it fortean? It cer- 
tainly gets me going and I do 
not want to see it stricken from 
the pages, but it is op-ed and 
polemic and not a good fit to be 
in the “Strange Days” section 
of Fortean Times. You provide it 
with an air of objectivity which 
it does not deserve. Put it some- 
where near the back, perhaps 
with that great parodist of 
belief, Hunt Emerson. 

Joel Conn 

Glasgow 


Noel Rooney responds: 

| welcome constructive criticism 
of the column; anything that 
helps me make it better is posi- 
tive. | would be astounded if all 
readers found my approach sat- 
isfactory, given the breadth of 
the fortean church. In this case, 
| felt that some of the criticism 
lay in differences of opinion, 
and perhaps some misconcep- 
tions. | don’t think conspiracy 
theorists are ‘harmless kooks’, 
any more than | think they are 

a deadly threat to democracy. 
My politics (though | am old- 
fashioned enough to think they 
are my private preserve) are a 
comfortable country mile from 
the right. 

I’m not entirely convinced 
Googling someone’s reported 
speech or opinion is strictly fact 
checking, though | cheerfully 
concede that my opinion of 
Google and Wikipedia (neither 
of which | use) may not be the 
majority view. If | have commit- 
ted errors of fact, | am happy to 
have them pointed out and | will 
endeavour to correct them. 


“How dare you! | actually identify as a pretty girl!” 
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It Happened to Me... 


Spectral mariner 


| was invited to a hen party 

in Amsterdam in September 
2006. My fellow hens were all 
flying over to Amsterdam, apart 
from me (I hate flying) and a 
good friend who kindly said she 
would keep me company on 
the ferry from North Shields to 
Amsterdam. It is an overnight 
crossing and in September can 
entail quite rough seas, which 
indeed it did. A short distance 
from North Shields we really 
felt the seas. My friend retired 
to our cabin to sleep it out. | 
don’t suffer from sea sickness 
and wandered around the ship, 
which was almost empty as 
most people were doing as 

my friend did. | ate by myself 

in the restaurant except for a 
few hardy truck drivers, and 
watched the cabaret dancers 
struggling to keep standing in 
the entertainment lounge. | ac- 
tually found it magical to have 
the ship almost to myself, even 
though with each step the ship 
left my feet in mid-air one step 
and uncomfortably grounded 
the next. 

Eventually, | went back to the 
cabin, check on my friend and 
try to sleep. | slept well until 
| awoke at about 5 or 6am, 
although I’m not sure of the 
time; it was a sort of gloomy 
half-light. The comforting engine 
sound had almost stopped — 
just a faint thrumming. | sat up 
and peered out of our porthole 
and saw we were stationary 
in amongst many offshore 
windmills. | know this boat 
sometimes holds if it is running 
early. The seas were much 
calmer, almost flat, and | got 
back into bed. 

It was then that | saw a man 
standing right next to my bunk. 
We had two double bunks in 
our cabin, opposite each other; 
my friend and | both took the 
lower. The man was wearing 
black oilskins, complete with 
hat. He had a salt and pepper 
beard and was dripping with 
water. Around him were things 
| find hard to describe; they 
were like imps, very black, 
small and scary. They were 
shouting at me, but | couldn’t 
discern what they were saying. 


70 eta17 
www.forteantimes.co 


| concentrated on the man, 
as he was Clearly trying to talk 
to me. He said “I’m beneath 
you”. | remember looking at my 
friend, trying to see if she had 
woken up, which she hadn't. 
His back was clearly right next 
to her. | looked back at him and 
he said “My boat is the name 
of a bird”. All the time the little 
black imp things were shouting 
at me; | only got the words “We 
are the...” from them. | tried to 
ignore them and concentrate 
on the man. He was probably 
about 50 and had good wet 
weather gear of indeterminate 
period. He looked haunted 
and quite afraid. Incidentally, 
my mother-in-law told me she 
thought the little black things 
were maybe unhappy the man 
was looking for help. | don’t 
know, but they certainly made 
me feel bad. Then the man 
vanished, but as he vanished 
| saw an owl by the door of our 
cabin. 

Since then | have searched 


“The man was 
wearing black 
oilskins, complete 
with hat” 


for wrecks in the area where we 
were stopped, although | don’t 
know exactly where we were, 
except it was in a massive 
wind farm off the Dutch coast. 
| have found no record of boats 
with the name of birds going 
missing in that area. I’m sure 
many readers will assume | 
had a lucid waking dream. All | 
can say to the contrary is that 
| feel sure | was awake, as | 
looked out of the porthole and 
got back into bed before he ap- 
peared. | am well used to this 
particular crossing and have 
never experienced anything like 
this before or since. 

| was left with the overwhelm- 
ing impression of a lost soul 


crying for help. Has anyone 
experienced anything similar, 
or can shed light on who the 
mysterious mariner may have 
been? 

Karen Griffiths 

North Shields, Tyne & Wear 


A mere figment? 


lam an only child. In the 
1950s, after | was sent to bed 
at the age of five or six, | would 
lie there and think that | didn’t 
really exist, but was the product 
of someone or something’s 
dream. | only existed in that 
dream. | didn’t know who the 
dreamer was and had no image 
of him/her/it in my mind, but | 
was sure that when the dream- 
er awoke | would cease to exist. 
| would try and stay awake as 
long as | could, because if | was 
awake there was a chance | 
was real. 

This impression lasted a 
considerable time. | didn’t tell 
my parents about this until 
years later, and they were horri- 
fied that | had kept it to myself. 
Someone told me that this 
state of mind is akin to inverse 
solipsism, but | have never read 
anything that resembled how | 
felt. | still sometimes feel that 
life is lived through a dream 
— by whom or what | cannot 
imagine. 

Ruth Marsden 
Dunchurch, Warwickshire 


Isle of Wight 
encounter 


lam a health professional and 
consider myself a ‘normal’, 
average sort of person, not 
inclined to flights of fancy. 
Nothing like this has happened 
to me before or since. | will 
not give my name, as | have a 
reputation to maintain. 

In 2017 | was on holiday 
on the Isle of Wight. This was 
my second visit and | went on 
a day trip around the island. 
The coach took us to a site of 
outstanding natural beauty. | 
wandered off on my own and 
was walking in an area of little 
streams, gentle waterfalls 
and unusual flora. It had been 
raining in the morning, but the 


afternoon was sunny, giving the 
area a Sparkling quality. It was 
quiet and peaceful. | crossed 

a small bridge over a stream 

in front of a little waterfall. As | 
contemplated the scene, there 
appeared in front of me what | 
shall call a fairy. He was seven 
or eight feet [2-2.4m] away and 
about my eye height. He was 
around eight or nine inches 
[20-23cm] tall and flying with 
two pairs of transparent wings. 
He was Clearly male, a ‘boy’ of 
around 12 or 13, with short, 
light brown curly hair, wearing a 
light brown suit of course mate- 
rial — a short, boxy type jacket 


and straight-legged trousers fin- 


ishing at his ankles. His hands 
and feet were bare. 

We looked at each other for 
around 20 seconds. | blinked 
and when | opened my eyes 
he was gone. | stood there for 
a few minutes feeling quite 
shaken, and then went to sit 
on a nearby bench to gather 
my thoughts. After a while, 
| made my way back to the 
coach. | told no one about this 
encounter; after all, who would 
have believed me? | have been 
back to the same spot hoping 
against hope that he might ap- 
pear again — but no luck. 

E.J. 
By post (no address) 


Phantom rabbit 


The report on the Ruskington 
Goblin, an entity apparently 
running beside a moving vehi- 
cle [FT405:48], reminded me 
of an incident that happened 
to me in the early 2000s on 
the A1. | live in Northampton 
and was riding a Ducati 900cc 
Monster at the time. A friend 
asked me if | would go up to 
Hull to view a trike that they 
were interested in. | went up 
the M1 and cut across to Hull. 
After examining the trike, | told 
my friend that it was not worth 
the asking price. 

On the return journey | took 
a wrong turn and ended up 
on the A1, which was not a 
problem as it would take me 
home via Stamford. As | came 
south | noticed the signs for 
Skegness and decided to go 


“I have often 
wondered what 
it was or where it 
had come from” 


and see if it was open yet, as 
it was still early in the year. It 
was not, and the once warm 
day had turned decidedly chilly. 
| headed back and was on the 
A1 once more. On the left-hand 
side, just within my headlamp 
beam was a giant rabbit, about 
two and a half feet (76cm) tall 
and a silhouette. It loped along- 
side me for miles, until | turned 
off onto the A43, where it sim- 
ply vanished. | was so cold my 
teeth were chattering and | had 
to pull into a service station 
for fuel. | have often wondered 
what it was or where it had 
come from; was it a product of 
burgeoning hypothermia or had 
the chill opened some sort of 
portal that | would not normally 
have noticed? 

Alan Smith 

Northampton 


The blipper 


Nigel Watkins article “See- 

ing and Believing” [FT411:32] 
reminded me of something that 
| experienced as a teenager in 
(as far as | can recall) the au- 
tumn of 1961-62. | was walking 
with a friend (NN) in Northfield 
Road, Taunton, Somerset. NN 


pointed to an area of sky high 
up, near the zenith. It was a 
clear night with myriad stars. 
Among the stars was a point 
of light of about the same 
brilliance as the majority of the 
stars, moving in a random pat- 
tern. Every so often the object 
would apparently disappear 
‘behind’ a star, which would 
continue to shine with its usual 
brilliance. After a moment or 
two (one to two seconds) the 
object would reappear, con- 
tinue its random path and then 
disappear behind another star, 
again to reappear. Due to this 
behaviour | call it “the blipper”. 
| saw it again on a number of 


occasions, both with NN and on 


my own. 
Finally, possibly 
some months or 
even a year or two 
later, | had the fol 
lowing dream: | was 
standing in North- 
field Road in Taun- 


as usual and then 
shot downwards 
towards the ground. Above 

the Quantock hills, which were 
clearly visible in my dream, it 
burst into two fragments which 
crashed to the ground. There 
was a loud, thunder-like rumble 
that | attributed to the sonic 
effect of the blipper entering 
the atmosphere. In reality the 
Quantock hills are not visible 
from Northfield Road in Taun- 
ton. 


ARTHUR 
ASESTLER 


THE ROOTS OF 
CONEIDENCE 
ton, watching the ° 


blipper. It blipped 
behind a few stars 


| have tried to rationalise the 
blipper as a (RAF) plane, but 
surely this would obscure stars 
if it flew in front of them? Like- 
wise | cannot rationalise it as a 
satellite, which would follow a 
regular course, crossing the sky 
and approaching the horizon. 
Since the dream | have never 
seen the blipper again. 
Brian Perry 
Chilton Polden, Somerset 


Canadian 
coincidence 


During the early 1970s, | lived 
on an island in British Colom- 
bia, Canada. Although not that 
far from civilisation, the island 
was serviced by only a small 
foot passenger ferry, making 
it somewhat isolated. It had 
no central electricity and only 
about 150 permanent resi- 
dents. A CBC radio programme 
called “As It Happens” was my 
only source of news. 

One night | tuned in after the 
programme had started and 
the show’s host was in the pro- 
cess of interviewing an author 
about his new book. It sounded 
like something right up my 
alley (in other words fortean) 
and | was determined that as 
soon as | made my next trip to 
Vancouver (nearly 100 miles 
and two ferry rides away, and 
which wouldn’t be 
for another month) 
that I'd try to find the 
book. 

The next morning 
| went to the island 
post office to collect 
the mail, which only 
came twice a week, 
and found that | had 
a package from my 
mother. Since the 
package came from 
the US, it had taken several 
weeks to get to the island. 

It wasn’t my birthday or any 
other holiday, so | was curious 
why she'd sent it. It was the 
same book that | had only 
heard about the day before and 
had planned on buying: The 
Roots of Coincidence by Arthur 
Koestler. 

Alan DiFiore 

Los Angeles, California 
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LETTERS 


A polt and bird omens 


Tenjoy reading autobiographies 
as you quite often come across ac- 
counts of strange events. One was 
the David Prowse (Darth Vader) 
autobiography Straight From 

The Force’s Mouth (2016). Prowse 
describes a poltergeist event at a 
gym he owned in London in the 
1970s. Prowse, who wasn’t there at 
the time, had allowed a friend to 
sleep on the upper floor of the gym 
after a night out on the tiles. The 
friend was woken during the night 
by the loud clattering of the vari- 
ous gym equipment on the floor 
below. Going down to investigate, 
he found no one there but the 
equipment in disarray. The man 
fled in fright during the night and 
never returned. 

More recently, I read the Be- 
linda Carlisle autobiography Lips 
Unsealed (2011). She describes 
two events in which a black bird 
was tapping incessantly at the 
window as if it wanted to get in. 
In both instances, this preceded 
news of a family tragedy. The first 
event happened at her home and 
was witnessed by her husband 
and a friend, who both insisted 
she shouldn’t let the bird in, sug- 
gesting it might be a bad omen. 
However, in an attempt to feed 
it she did, and the bird flew in, 
momentarily looked directly at 
her husband and flew out again. 
The next day the family received 
a call informing her husband that 
his 80-year-old mother had died of 
heart disease. 

In the second event her hus- 
band was at a golf club. While he 
was sitting in the club house, a 
black bird appeared and began 
tapping at the window directly 
where he sat. Even more per- 
turbed this time, he mentioned 
the incident to Belinda when he 
got home. The following day he 
received a call about his sister 
who had suffered a stroke and 
gone into a coma. 

Matthew Thorley 
By email 


Alien contact, 
cat shaving 


¢ Re ‘Wanting to Believe 
‘[FT414:30]: I agree that recent 
discoveries of exoplanets do 
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DB Cooper in Tinseltown 


| thoroughly enjoyed Brian J Robb’s feature 
[FT412:30-37] on the mystery of DB Cooper, 
the airline hijacker who in 1971 parachuted 
from a Reno-bound plane carrying $200,000 in 
successfully accrued ransom money and was 
never seen again. Readers requiring a further 
update on this baffling crime might be interest- 
ed in watching the excellent BBC sitcom Toast 
of Tinseltown. Spoilers ahoy here, but... in the 
final episode, aspiring Hollywood actor Steven 
Toast (Matt Berry) finds his Hollywood apartment 
being raided by the FBI. The reason? His mys- 


terious flatmate Russ Nightlife appears to be 


DB Cooper in disguise! In Nightlife’s bedroom, 
Toast discovers a secret trunk containing a 
parachute, a gun, a stash of banknotes and a 
copy of the Tinseltown Times newspaper with 
the headline “DB Cooper — Mystery Of Unidenti- 
fied Hijacker Who Jumped From Plane At 35,000 


strongly suggest the presence of 
intelligent life out there, and we 
may well be close enough, from 
the aliens’ point of view, to make 
monitoring us a practical proposi- 
tion, should they be sufficiently 
interested. Decades ago, our level 
of technology was such that it 
would have seemed necessary for 
alien craft to have to fly through 
our atmosphere to make observa- 
tions. With the advent of satellite 
technology, it can be seen that 
this need not be the case. Via 
freely available websites, I can 
view an image of the globe, and 
zoom in with such accuracy that 
Ican see my house, and even my 
car in the drive (at least, I hope it’s 
my car). I believe that the mili- 
tary versions of this software are 
even more accurate. I think it is 
safe to assume that any observing 
aliens would have at least equal 
technology in this area, so would 
simply have to observe us from a 
carefully camouflaged satellite. 
They would not even need to be 
physically present. If they felt the 
need to get some ground-level 
observations, they could simply 
send down some insect-sized 
drones, which could broadcast 
back to the satellite and then 
self-destruct. 


¢ Regarding the Phantom Cat 
Shaver piece [FT414:4], it’s worth 
pointing out that shaving can be 
beneficial. A close relative has a 
long-haired cat which was having 


difficulty maintaining itself, and 
brushing wasn’t doing enough, 
so he had the cat professionally 
shaved, mainly the body and 

tail, so it looked much like a lion, 
with a “mane’ and a tuft on the 
end of its tail. As soon as it came 
back home, the cat’s attitude was 
totally different. It went from 
being stand-offish and elusive to 
showing a lot of affection towards 
the family. ’m assuming it really 
was the same cat! 

Dave Miles 

By email 


Chernobyl 


‘Going Nuclear’ [FT414:17] 
states that the provision of the 
New Containment Structure that 
covers the remains of reactor 4 
at Chernobyl, Ukraine, prevents 
rainwater entering the remains 
of the reactor, which has in the 
past “doused” the reactor - and 
its absence because of the new 
structure could now be the reason 
for the increase in radioactivity. 
This is a misunderstanding of 
what goes on inside a nuclear 
reactor. During the fissioning 
process, the temperature is in 
excess of 1,000 degrees Celsius, 
which would instantly evaporate 
any water that comes into contact 
with it. Water also acts as modera- 
tor, which slows down neutrons, 
meaning they are more likely 
to collide with other neutrons 
that are flying about, causing the 


Feet”. And the accompanying artist’s impres- 
sion shows actor Fred Armisen, in character as 
Nightlife, both with and without shades — just 
as the original 1970s FBI sketches depicted 
the enigmatic Cooper. 

Bob Fischer, Yarm, Teesside 


fission process to continue - or 
increase. 

This is the same sort of pro- 
cess that is most likely to have 
caused the “natural nuclear 
reactors” discovered in Oklo 
in The Gambia, so instead of 
“dousing” any reactions it is 
more likely to have accelerated 
it. However, what it will assist 
in doing is preventing radionu- 
clides leaching into the soil and 
water courses. 

What makes managing the 
Chernoby] situation more 
complicated is that it is not 
purely Uranium 235, which to 
an extent is fairly predictable, 
that is lying in the bottom of 
the old reactor fizzing away; it is 
a molten mixture of radioac- 
tive materials, thousands of 
tonnes of sand and various bits 
of detritus from the reactor and 
building itself. There could be 
any number of reasons why the 
radioactivity is increasing, but 
lack of rainwater is not likely to 
be one of them. 

Talso noticed that your 
report refers to the New Con- 
tainment Structure as being 
permanent. It is only designed 
to last 100 years, and given 
that the half-life of some of the 
radioactive materials in there 
is in excess of 20,000, I think 
something slightly more perma- 
nent will be required! 

Richard Farish 
Biggleswade, Bedfordshire 
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Freshwater springs are nothing 
short of miraculous. Clear 

and pure, they bubble up 

from beneath the ground at a 
constant temperature, usually 
of 10-12° C. In summer, their 
water feels refreshingly cold; 
in winter, it can seem relatively 
warm as it melts through snow. 
Some springs are capricious, 
appearing and disappearing 
apparently at random; others 
may flow constantly, even 
through summer droughts. 

It is plain to see why springs 
were revered by prehistoric 
people, who often sited their 
monuments close to sources 
of underground water. Celtic 
Christianity, in the first few 
centuries AD, maintained this 
reverence for living water 
- perhaps out of necessity, 
to ensure the devotion of 
converted former pagans. Many 
early churches are found close 
to springs and holy wells; some 
even have water flowing directly 
through the building, passing 
beneath the altar in a stone 
channel. Spring hunting is a 
delightful way to give purpose 
to a country walk, and there 
are few things so satisfying as 
following a river to its source 
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SHALL visits a Holy Well dedicated to the patron saint of musicians, 
who enticed worshippers into church with his feats of juggling and fire-eating 


TOP: Water gushes through a wall into a stonr trough at St Aldhelm’s Well in 
Doulting. ABOVE: The spring flows into a crystal clear stream. 


: beneath the ground, especially if 
| there are also ancient buildings 
| to explore. 


A recent spring foray led 


: me to some beautiful and 

' fascinating parts of western 

: England, all connected to Saint 
Aldhelm, ‘the juggling saint’. I 

; began in Somerset, in the tiny 

: hamlet of Doulting, a few miles 
; outside of Shepton Mallet and 

: not far from the site of the 

| Glastonbury Festival. Doulting 
| hasa beautiful 15th century 

| tithe barn, partly constructed 

| from trees felled in the late 

' 1200s. The barn was originally 

| built to store produce that local 
| farmers were obliged to give 

_ to the monks of Glastonbury 

; Abbey, a ‘tithe’ being a tenth of 
: all they grew. 


Saint Aldhelm’s Well was 


| what I had come to see, and it 

: did not disappoint. Tucked away 
: ona quiet lane, a large volume 

| of water gushes into a stone 

: trough at the base of a wall 

| built of the local limestone. The 
: water spills out down a grating 

| and under the road, where it 

| flows as a crystal-clear stream. 

: Boosted by water from several 

; other springs, it becomes the 

; River Sheppey and courses west 
| to the Somerset Levels. Behind 
| the limestone wall is another 

: wall, built into a hillside, where 
| the water flows out from two 

: low arched holes. The channel 

: between the two walls was 

: apparently once a bathing pool. 
: A sign warns that the spring 

| water is untreated, but this 
does not bother local nomads, 

: some of whom who were busily 

| filling containers with water for 
: drinking. 


Not far from the spring is 


the fine 12th century Church 

: of St Aldhelm. Stone-built, 

: with a spire, it has some superb 
| ‘grotesques’ atop its walls — 

: including the Devil devouring 

: an unbaptised baby! Inside the 
' church is a green man, carved 

! into the wooden vaulting. The 

| present church was preceded by 
: awooden building, built in the 
; time of St Aldhelm. But what 

: is actually known about the 

: ‘juggling saint’? 


The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 


states that St Aldhelm died in 
| Doulting on 25 May 709. Born 
| in 639 into the royal house of 


STEVE MARSHALL 


Wessex, he was educated, and 
probably born, in Malmesbury, 
where he became the first 
abbot of the monastery. 
Described as “the first English 
man-of-letters”, Aldhelm is 
best known for his learned 
and accomplished writings, 
which were in an elaborate 
and difficult form of Latin. De 
Laude Virginitatis (‘In Praise 

of Virginity’) was written for 
the nuns of Barking Abbey - 
one of them Aldhelm’s sister, 
unfortunately named Bugga. 
Aldhelm’s prose was so well 
received by the ladies of Essex 
that he wrote them another 
version in verse. His Aenigmata, 
a collection of 100 riddles, 
continued to be popular for 


centuries after Aldhelm’s death. 


Here is one: 


Though the war trumpet bray 
with hollow brass, 

The lutes throb sweetly and the 
bugles call, 

My inward parts give forth a 
hundred notes, 

And, when I roar, men hear no 
other sound. 


The answer is a church 
organ! Aldhelm is credited 
with building the first organ 
in England. Patron Saint of 
songwriters and musicians, 
he played the harp and lute, 
accompanying songs that he 
wrote himself in vernacular 
English. Aldhelm had the 
common touch and would 
allegedly entice worshippers 
into church with his singing, 


’ wx "ex 
Ses a 


He is said to 
have performed 
a miraculous 


feat of carpentry 


performing circus tricks that 
included juggling and fire- 
eating. He is also said to have 
performed a miraculous feat of 
carpentry. Workmen building 

a church in Malmesbury were 
installing roof beams that had 
been brought from a great 
distance away, but the last 
beam was too short. When 
Aldhelm heard of this, he held 
the beam and quietly prayed. 
Praise be! The beam now fitted. 
In one version of this story, 

he graciously suggested that 


% 


perhaps it had been measured 
wrongly the first time, but 
the building was later twice 
destroyed by fire and yet this 
one beam survived. 

Aldhelm visited Rome at 
least once, and there another 


miracle happened. He was given 


a fabulous silken chasuble (a 
priest’s outer vestment) which 
he wore every day to services. 
Once, after a service, he took 
off the chasuble and let it fall, 
assuming there was a servant 
behind him to catch it. But 
there was no one there, and 

the chasuble almost fell to the 
floor; miraculously, a sunbeam 
shone through the window and 
held up the chasuble, keeping it 
from harm. For these, and other 


miracles, Aldhelm is still held in | 


special regard by the Orthodox 
Church. 


Some of Aldhelm’s early years 
were spent studying in Northern | 


Ireland. A letter survives, in 
which he advised a young 
English monk who was also 


planning to train there. Aldhelm 
warned him to avoid pagan texts — 


and stay out of brothels, “where 


lurk prostitutes who have sexual 


indulgence as their only pimp; 
women who are adorned with 


the flashing burnish of leg-bands | 
and with smooth arm bracelets.” 


In later life, Aldhelm would 
forfend excitations of the flesh 
by lying up to his neck in icy 
spring water and reciting the 
psaltery, sometimes all night. 
Monasteries and churches 
were founded all over Wessex 
by Aldhelm: at Frome, Bradford 


STEVE MARSHALL 


LEFT: The waters of St Aldhelm’s Well are 
untreated, although thirsty visitors appear not to 
mind. ABOVE: The local council has a low opinion 
of the water from the holy well in Frome, but 
others disagree. BELOW: A drawing of St Aldhelm 
in his ‘In Praise Of Virginity’. 


on Avon, Langton Matravers, 
Sherbourne, Corfe, Bruton, 
and the village of Bishopstrow 
- where he is said to have 
preached for so long that his 
staff took root and grew into 
an ash tree. Aldhelm’s final 
tour of his diocese ended at 
Doulting in 709, where his 

last days were spent in prayer 
beside the spring. His body was 
returned to Malmesbury Abbey 
for burial, with a cross erected 
at a stopping place every seven 
miles. A great crowd followed 
the procession; many of those 
who touched the bier claimed 
miraculous cures from their 
ailments. 

There are several places 
in southwest England with 
Aldhelm associations that are 
well worth visiting; each of 
these makes for a good day’s 
excursion. 

Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire, 
was founded around 676 by 
Aldhelm and by the 11th 
century it had become famous 
as a great centre of learning, 
with an enormous library. The 
Abbey continued to grow, but 
its spire and two of its towers 
fell in the 1500s, destroying 
much of the building. The 
Dissolution and the Civil War 
caused even more damage. 
Eventually, what was left of the 
nave became Malmesbury’s 
parish church and it is still used 
today. The site contains some 
notable and unusual burials. 
Aldhelm is there somewhere, as 
is /thelstan, the first true King 
of England. Eilmer was a monk 
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of the Abbey who, it is claimed, 
may have seen Halley’s Comet 
twice in his long lifetime - once 
in 989, and again in 1066 when 
a prophecy was fulfilled by 

the Norman invasion. Eilmer 

is best known as Britain’s first 
aeronaut. Inspired by the myth 
of Dedalus, he built himself 
some wings in the form of a 
hang glider and leaped off the 
Abbey tower. After flying for 
about 200m (660ft) he broke 
both legs on landing and ever 
after walked with a limp. He 
declared that his only mistake 
was that he “forgot to add a tail.” 
In 1703, at the age of 33, Hannah 
Twynnoy became the first 
person in Britain to be killed by 
a tiger (for the full story of the 
unfortunate Hannah, see pp. 
42-45). Hannah was a barmaid in 
Malmesbury’s White Lion pub, 
which had a menagerie. Despite 
many warnings, she repeatedly 
teased the tiger, which one day 
broke from its chain and tore 
her to pieces. Her gravestone in 
the Abbey grounds records the 
event: 


“In bloom of Life 

She’s snatchd from hence, 
She had not room 

To make defence; 

For Tyger fierce 

Took Life away. 

And here she lies 

Ina bed of Clay, 

Until the Resurrection Day.” 


The Somerset town of Frome 
(pronounced “Froom”) grew up 
around a monastery founded 
by Aldhelm, but the monastery 
disappeared in the 11th century. 
However, the parish church of 
St John the Baptist remains 
on the site, dating from the 
12th century. As part of the 
church’s restoration in the 1850s, 
a magnificent holy well was 
built, dedicated to Aldhelm. 
Springwater from the well flows 
down a channel cut into the 
pavement of Cheap Street and 
every year, the well is ‘dressed’ 
by local schoolchildren. A sign 
placed on the well by the local 
council warns: “This water is 
not fit for drinking”. In 2016 
someone altered it to read: “This 
water is fit for a king”. 

Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire, 
has many notable buildings, 
including the exquisite Saint 
Laurence’s Church. Founded 
by Aldhelm in 795, it is said to 
be the most complete Saxon 
church in existence. It contains 
two figures of flying angels, 
one carved to appear as though 
wearing a transparent robe. 
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TOP: St Aldhelm’s Chapel, near Langton Matravers, on the tip of a rocky cape in Dorset. ABOVE LEFT: St Lawrence’s Church, 
: Bradford-on-Avon, founded by Aldhelm in 795. ABOVE LEFT: Wall plaque at the Catholic Church of St Aldhelm, Malmesbury. 


Bradford’s magnificent tithe 
barn is 180ft (55m) long and 
feels more like a religious 
building than a grain store. 
The impressive Town Bridge 
crossing the Avon incorporates 
a ‘blind house’. Found in several 
Wiltshire towns, these structures 
are small stone rooms, only 6ft 
(1.8m) square. Windowless, cold 
and damp, they were used as 
lock-ups for unruly drunks. 

St Aldhelm’s Chapel, 
near Langton Matravers, is 
dramatically sited near the 
sea, on the southern tip of a 
rocky cape in Dorset. The stone 
building is around 25ft (6.6m) 
square, with its corners aligned 
to the cardinal points; inside is 
a large central column. To find 
these features in a chapel is 
highly unusual. It first appeared 
in written records in the mid- 
1200s, when an annuity was paid 


Both the slab 
and the camel 
were restored 
by his prayers 


to its chaplain on behalf of King 
Henry III. The internal column 
is particularly interesting, being 
heavily carved with graffiti from 
the 17th century. Although its 
true origins remain uncertain, 
the building is Grade I Listed 
and its location alone makes it 
worth a visit. 

Bruton, Somerset, is best 
known for its fabulous Hauser 
and Wirth restaurant and (free) 
art gallery. St Mary’s Church in 
Bruton was originally founded 
by St Aldhelm and contains a 


rather dubious relic of the saint. 
According to legend, when 
Aldhelm was leaving Rome, the 
Pope gave him a 4ft x 3ft (1.2m x 
0.9m) slab of white marble, with 
crosses carved along its edge, to 
use as an altar. A camel carried 
the heavy stone as far as the 
Alps, then collapsed, exhausted. 
The slab smashed, but both it 
and the camel were restored by 
Aldhelm’s prayers. The damage 
was still visible, though. The 
altar of St Mary’s is wooden, 
with a cracked block of marble 
set into its centre: it may be the 
very same block of marble. Or it 
may not. 


e¢ STEVE MARSHALL was a film 
composer for many years before 
becoming an archeeological 
researcher and author of the 
bestselling Exploring Avebury: The 
Essential Guide (2016). 
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PECULIAR POSTCARDS 


CEEVEEEOAU ELE 


JAN BONDESON shares another deltiological discovery from his prodigious 
collection of postcards. This month’s pictorial blast from the past tells the sad 
story of Charlie Mariori, driven from his peaceful hermitage by intolerant locals 
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26. THE CULLEN CAVEMAN 


Around 1920, 

a mysterious 
character turned 
up in the town of 
Cullen, Moray. 

He said that 

his name was 
Charlie Mariori, 

a deserter from 
the French Navy 
during the Great 
War. When his ship 
was berthed at 
Plymouth, he had 
sneaked ashore 
unnoticed. He 
tramped along 

the coast for many 
months, slowly 
working his way up 
the East Coast and 
continuing north 
past Newcastle, 
Edinburgh and 
Aberdeen. He 

did not stop until 
he reached the 
small coastal town 
of Cullen, today 
mainly known for 


>* 


ABOVE: One of the postcards featuring the Cullen Caveman, standing outside his hermitage. His cards had limited circulation and are 
uncommonly met with today. 


its Cullen Skink, 

a tasty Caledonian fish soup 
that is the main local speciality. 
Here, he found a cave among 
the seaside cliffs, with a supply 
of spring water nearby. He 
started gathering driftwood 
along the beach to build a 
primitive hut and become a 
hermit. 

Around his humble 
hermitage, which he called 
‘Sunnyside’, Charlie the 
Caveman grew potatoes and 
other vegetables in raised beds 
surrounded by stones. He fished 
in the sea and caught rabbits 
in snares. Although he was a 
morose and taciturn fellow, 
as befitting a hermit, Charlie 
had some interactions with the 
locals, selling them fish and 
rabbits, and purchasing a fiddle 
and two kittens. An enterprising 


Scot, who found the hermit’s 
ramshackle hut most 
picturesque, advised Charlie 

to have some picture postcards 
printed, to offer for sale to the 
people who came to see him as 
a curiosity. The Cullen Caveman 
thought this a capital idea, and 
there are at least three cards 
depicting him pottering about 
outside the hermitage, playing 
the fiddle and stroking his 
kittens. A sturdy, bushy-bearded 
character, he does not look like 
a youngster, rather a man in late 
middle age. 

Not all the locals were 
impressed with the Cullen 
Caveman, since he was a 
foreigner and an out-of- 
towner, who led a solitary, 
vegetative existence and did 
not contribute to society. In 


1933, one of these individuals 
was malicious enough to report 
Charlie to the authorities as 

an unregistered alien. The 
hermit was summoned before 
the Banff Sheriff Court and 
fined 20 shillings, which he 
paid without difficulty from his 
savings. Disgusted at having 
been ordered to register as 

an alien, Charlie turned his 
back on Cullen for good; he 
drowned his cats and gave away 
his stockpile of supplies. A 
crowd of well-wishers escorted 
him all the way to the railway 
station. Charlie took the train 
to Edinburgh, where he wanted 
to see the French Consul about 
returning to his native land. 

In the meantime, one of his 
enemies back in Cullen burnt 
down the hermitage. 
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It would appear that the 
French Consul had little 
sympathy for old Navy 
deserters, since Charlie’s hopes 
of a return to France came to 
nothing. He had to go on the 
tramp again, ending up in an 
internment camp for foreigners 
in England, and reputedly dying 
there in 1937; however, I can 
find no genealogical document 
to suggest that any person with 
his characteristic surname 
expired at the time. Perhaps the 
wraith of Charlie the Caveman 
is still out there: a ghostly 
Franco-Caledonian Ahasuerus 
forever banished from his safe 
refuge in a hostile world, the 
Sunnyside hermitage in Cullen, 
and doomed to wander the 
unforgiving English roads in 
perpetuity... 
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FORTEAN TIMES is a monthly 
magazine of news, reviews and 
research on strange phenomena 
and experiences, curiosities, 
prodigies and portents. It was 
founded by Bob Rickard in 1973 to 
continue the work of Charles Fort 
(1874-1932). 

Born of Dutch stock in Albany, 
New York, Fort spent many years 
researching scientific literature in 
the New York Public Library and 
the British Museum Library. He 
marshalled his evidence and set 
forth his philosophy in The Book of 
the Damned (1919), New Lands 
(1923), Lo! (1931), and Wild 
Talents (1932). 

He was sceptical of dogmatic 
scientific explanations, observing 
that some scientists tended to 
argue according to their personal 
beliefs rather than the rules of 
evidence and that inconvenient 
data were ignored, suppressed, 
discredited or explained away. 
He criticised modern science for 
its reductionism, its attempts to 
define, divide and separate. Fort’s 
dictum “One measures a circle 
beginning anywhere” expresses 


instead his philosophy of Continuity 
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in which everything is in an 
intermediate and transient state 
between extremes. 

He had ideas of the Universe-as- 
organism and the transient nature 
of all apparent phenomena, coined 
the term ‘teleportation’, and was 
perhaps the first to speculate that 
mysterious lights seen in the sky 
might be craft from outer space. 
However, he cut at the very roots 
of credulity: “I conceive of nothing, 
in religion, science or philosophy, 
that is more than the proper thing 
to wear, for a while.” 

Fort was by no means the first 
person to collect anomalies and 
oddities — such collections have 
abounded from Greece to China 
since ancient times. Fortean 
Times keeps alive this ancient task 
of dispassionate weird-watching, 
exploring the wild frontiers between 
the known and the unknown. 

Besides being a journal of 
record, FT is also a forum for 
the discussion of observations 
and ideas, however absurd or 
unpopular, and maintains a 
position of benevolent scepticism 
towards both the orthodox and 
unorthodox. FT toes no party line. 
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Regular Fort Sorts are currently on lockdown hiatus — but please continue to send 
in your clippings to Fortean Times, PO Box 1200, Whitstable, CT1 9RH 
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While Kristofer Erlbacher, 29, and 
Caleb Solberg, 30, were sharing a 
meal at a bar in Moorhead, lowa, 
Erlbacher put mayonnaise on 

Solberg’s food. Solberg objected 

to this and punched Erlbacher, 

who stormed out and drove to 

a café in a nearby town, calling 
Solberg’s half-brother, Craig 

Pryor, on the way, and threatening 

to shoot Solberg. For some reason, 
Solberg had decided to follow him 

to the café and got involved in an 
altercation with a friend of Erlbacher’s 
outside. Erlbacher then came out and 
drove his Chevrolet Silverado pickup 
truck at Solberg, knocking him flying 
but not killing him — so he turned round 
and struck him again, then drove over 
him to be sure he was dead. “It was 
just another bar fight in Harrison County, 
until it wasn’t any longer,” said Pryor at 
Erlbacher’s trial. |eu.desmoinesregister] 
[com,]3 Feb 2022. 


In Valasapalli village, in the Chittoor 
district of Andhra Pradesh, India, a man 
named only as Suresh was holding a 
goat ready for sacrifice during a festival 
at the village’s temple. Instead of cutting 
off the goat’s head, the priest carrying 
out the sacrifice missed and cut Suresh’s 
throat instead, with some reports saying 
that he was almost beheaded. Suresh 
was rushed to hospital but bled to death 
before he arrived; the priest, named as 
Chalapathi, was allegedly drunk at the 
time and was arrested.[msn.com,]19 Jan 
2022. 


QAnon follower Trey Burke, 45, of 
Seville Township, Michigan, shot his 
wife Jessica three times, killing her 
instantly. He explained to police that he 
had done so because he had a “neuro- 
link” implanted in his head that enabled 
other people to read his thoughts. This 
resulted in him “getting messages on 
his tablet device from QAnon members 
telling him his wife was a CIA asset 
who was involved in a sex trafficking 
ring and he needed to kill her”. He also 
said that “President Joe Biden had 
twins, a daughter and a son, and that 
the son had a sex change and that’s 
who his wife was.” After a competency 
examination by state forensic 
psychologists, it was found that he was 
not criminally responsible for his actions 
at the time of the murder. 
[com,]11 Feb 2022. 


Dog walker Callum Jones, 27, fell and 
strained a tendon after his pet tugged on 


its lead. He was given a boot to 
support his ankle but developed 
a blood clot in his leg from being 
less mobile and died when it 
became dislodged and caused a 
heart attack. Another dog walker, 
Peter Smith, 79, died when 
* walking his dog alongside the 
A38 at Heathfield in Devon. The 


ry *( & wheel bearing on a passing trailer 
Hk" | failed, causing the wheel to spin 


off, bounce 6ft (1.8m) in the air and 
strike Smith in the chest, knocking him 
violently to the ground. Attempts to help 
were stymied by his German Shepherd, 
who aggressively fended off passers-by. 
Sun, 7 Oct 2021, 28 Oct 2021. 


In St Petersburg, Russia, seven people 
died and at least 24 more were 
poisoned by a mix-up at the Municipal 
Diagnostic Centre No 1 clinic. It is 
normal medical practice to give patients 
a mixture of barium salts before X-raying 
their digestive system in order to make 
the organs more visible, but a technician 
confused barium salts intended for use 
in car batteries with medical barium 
salts and made them up into a solution 
that was administered to patients. 
Pathologist Zhanna Shmidt said: “What 
they received was actually battery fluid. 
This is not a metaphor — it’s how it 
was.” Alexey Tsaryov, 42, complained to 
doctors that “he felt dizzy and his eyes 
went dark” after drinking the liquid, but 
the doctor told him this was normal and 
continued with the procedure. “After 

he got home it got worse. Vomiting 
began. He said he could not feel his 
hands. His face was all numb,” said 

his wife Alexandra, 38; he died shortly 
afterwards. Battery fluid is highly acidic 
and causes severe damage to the 
oesophagus, stomach and intestines, 
which, if it does not kill immediately, 
can lead to organ failure and serious 
infections. Clinic director Dr Yevgeny 
Popov has been arrested on suspicion 
of causing death by negligence and 
providing services that did not meet the 
required standards.|the-sun.com,| 4 Feb 
2022. 


World junior clay pigeon champion 
Christian Ghili, 19, died after shooting 
himself in a hunting accident in woods at 
Montecatini Val di Cecina near his home 
in Tuscany, Italy. He was bending over to 
pick up cartridges and accidentally shot 
himself in the stomach. He was rushed 
to hospital in nearby Cecina, but died 
after doctors were unable to stop internal 


bleeding.[msn.com,] 7 Jan 2022. 
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